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John A  . Dussinger argues that the 
strength of Jane Austens writing is found 
in the minute encounters that reveal a 
character s life rather than in the larger de­
sign of the story. In the Pride of the Mo­
ment contests the familiar view that Aus­
tens novels are stylistically polished but 
lacking in substance by showing that they 
give unusual significance to the most ordi­
nary events. 
Austens narrative strategy brings her 
characters together in an encounter, a 
radically focused interaction revealing 
nuances of behavior. T h  e encounter con­
veys symbolically the participants' atti­
tudes and intentions; and if the nominal 
activity in the scene is significant in form­
ing political alignments, it also defines the 
alienation of the individuals outside that 
frame of reference. Such deliberately cho­
reographed performances reinforce the 
idea that the principal action in Austen's 
world is talking. T h e most immediate 
quality of such oral communication is the 
sense of its circumstantial uniqueness, its 
ability to place a character both as a social-
class m e m b e  r and as an individual. 
W h e  n Austen began writing in the 
1790s, she had available ample models in 
Defoe, Richardson, Fielding, Sterne, 
Smollett, Fanny Burney, Maria Edge-
worth, Charlotte Smith, A n  n Radcliffe, 
and m a n  y other authors in the Steventon 
parsonage; but most striking from the first 
juvenile spoofs to her last, incomplete 
novel is her radically critical eye toward 
literary form in general and novelistic dis­
course in particular. Dussinger asserts that 
Austen, like these eighteenth-century 
novelists, found that imitating speech was 
a form of parody, and she employed it to 
ridicule affected social behavior as well as 
such literary fads as Gothic horror. 
But Austen is thefirst English novelist 
to grasp the full implications of parody 
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/ do not write for such dull elves

As have not a great deal of ingenuity themselves.

—Chawton, 29 January 1813 
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Introduction

"Writing, when properly managed . . . is but a differ­
ent name for conversation." 
—Tristram Shandy, II, xi 
Jane Austen's narrative art excels in rendering the tex­
ture of actual speech, and almost any scene in her novels al­
ludes to the precarious circumstances of conversation: 'The 
meeting was generally felt to be a pleasant one, being c o m ­
posed in a good proportion of those w h  o would talk and those 
w h  o would listen" (MP, 238-39). Even w h e n the participants 
in the social event seem to be interacting, the narrator hints, 
there is usually a residue of mistrust about the gestures of the 
moment , something that remains open to interpretation. 
The dual card games in chapter 25 of Mansfield Park, 
for instance, are activities symbolic of the "real-life" roles 
played by the characters in the room, reflecting not only the 
Crawfords' competitive energy, expressed in their conversa­
tion on improving Thornton Lacey, but also the heroine's 
quiescent spirit. In response to Edmund ' s cautious rejection of 
Henry's expensive plans for the parsonage, Mary insinuates 
her libertine indifference by playing a card recklessly: 
Miss Crawford, a little suspicious and resentful of a 
certain tone of voice and a certain half-look attending 
the last expression of his hope, made a hastyfinish of 
her dealings with William Price, and securing his 
knave at an exorbitant rate, exclaimed, "There, I will 
stake m  y last like a w o m a  n of spirit. N  o cold prudence 
for m e . I a m not born to sit still and do nothing. If I 
lose the game, it shall not be from not striving for it." 
(MP, 242-43) 
Mary wins the hand, w e are told, but at too high a cost. 
In contrast to this selfish motive, Fanny, w h  o resorts to the 
game mainly to conceal her interest in the conversation about 
Thornton, almost squanders her queen on William, m u c h to 
Henry's dismay, causing E d m u n  d to observe that she would 
rather have her brother win the game: "Poor Fanny! not al­
lowed to cheat herself as she wishes!" (MP, 244). 
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In the other part of the room, at the whist table, there 
is "steady sobriety and orderly silence" during concentrated 
play until Mrs . Norris, "in high good-humour" after taking a 
trick with her partner, Sir Thomas  , against the Grants, enters 
into the conversation in a predictably self-seeking way. While 
the older m e m b e r s of the group engage conventionally in win­
ning and losing without any thought of the future, the younger 
ones express their "real-life" attitudes through the m e t o n y  m 
of the game of speculation; and just as the activity defines a 
sphere of interest, so it also marks off the nonplayers and 
strengthens their ties as outsiders: "William and Fanny were 
the most detached. They remained together at the otherwise 
deserted card-table, talking very comfortably and not think­
ing of the rest, till some of the rest began to think of them" 
(MP, 249). The card games in this scene thus rehearse the 
parts that are played elsewhere on more "serious," less cate­
gorical occasions. 
This scene illustrates Austen's general narrative strat­
egy of bringing her characters together in an encounter,1 a 
radically focused interaction, to reveal nuances of behavior; 
and w  e have seen that it serves at least four important func­
tions: (1) it divides the group into playing two ideologically dif­
ferent games—the young at speculation (Lady Bertram is en­
couraged to participate here mainly because her husband does 
not want her for a partner in his game) and the old at whist; 
(2) it divides them according to the rules of the game as "win­
ners" and "losers" without any connection to their status in the 
everyday world (both M a r  y Crawford and M r s  . Norris "lose" 
by the end of the novel despite their momentary triumphs 
here); (3) it divides them according to their competitive or 
noncompetitive motivation, thus isolating the heroine and her 
brother from the others; and (4) it subdivides them into vari­
ousfields that restrict or prevent communication amon  g cer­
tain persons in the room (at one extreme the whist players are 
wholly absorbed in the game  , silent, without any ulterior pur­
pose, while at the other extreme, the speculation players use 
their game to supplement conversation about life choices or to 
cover up their interest as listeners). As in other "play-within­
the-play" situations in Austens novels, this particular encoun­
ter symbolically conveys the participants' attitudes and inten­
tions; and if the nominal activity in the scene is significant in 
forming political alignments, it also defines the alienation of 
the individuals outside the frame of reference. 
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Such deliberately choreographed performances add 
weight to the idea of writing as another n a m  e for conversation. 
Despite occasional emphasis on sprained ankles, putrid sore 
throats, colds, fevers, hoarse voices, concussions, and similar 
dire consequences of physical exertion, the principal action in 
Austens world is talking; and hence the represented encoun­
ter fosters the illusion of spontaneous, if contingent, speech. It 
is Austen's art of coloring narrative and dialogue to render a 
character's point of view within carefully arranged encounters 
that is the subject of this book. 
Although Austen, as w  e shall see, was astonishingly in­
novative in bringing into play a variety of competing discourses, 
her narrative art is generally indebted to the eighteenth-
century novelist's relentless experiments in imitating actual 
speech within typographical space. Just as printed texts since 
Gutenberg's invention had usually retained traces of an oral 
culture, so the early novel parallels the first newspapers in ex­
ploiting facticity, including the means of representing living 
speech by certain contextual devices.2 O f these devices the 
two most conspicuous are the temporal dividing up of the 
story through self-conscious narrators and the depiction of 
the reading process within the story as the primary conflict to 
be resolved. 
In the epistolary novel the temporal separation be­
tween story time and narrative time is an inevitable part of the 
mise-en-scene; and thanks to Samuel Richardson's o w n exten­
sive comments about the rhetorical effects of "writing-to-the­
m o m e n t  " in storytelling, until recently his achievement has 
been highlighted at the expense of other early eighteenth-
century novelists equally concerned with voice and time in 
narrative. Daniel Defoe'sfirst-personfictional accounts on the 
pattern of spiritual autobiography, for instance, imply a tem­
poral as well as a moral split between a regenerate narrator 
and a culpable agent. Furthermore, as Paul Alkon has argued, 
Defoe's gratuitous anachronisms not only obviate any inten­
tion of giving the story historical authenticity but, more im­
portantly, diminish the significance of past time to augment 
the narrator's present time. W h a  t matters to the reader finally 
is not an imaginative leap into the distant past of the story's 
action, as in Scott's novels, but rather the effect of hearing a 
story being told by a weathered observer: " H e [Defoe] viewed 
writing as a more permanent kind of talking. . . . His readers 
are often encouraged to imagine themselves listening while 
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someone talks to them."3 This privileging of living speech 
over writing (as inert, dead language) is a predominant rhe­
torical strategy in the whole genre of the early novel and at­
tains a remarkable technical sophistication in the novels of 
Jane Austen. 
Perhaps to compensate for the age-old neglect of 
Defoe's conscious artistry, Alkon ignores Richardson: "His 
[Defoe's]fiction, more successfully than any later in the cen­
tury except Tristram Shandy, adapts oral forms to typographi­
cal media by combining strategies from traditions of speaking 
and traditions of writing to work together, instead of con­
centrating mainly on one or another m o d  e of appeal within 
the framework of printed pages. "4 Without denying Defoe's 
real interest in the material artifact of the printed page, w  e 
should not find it surprising that a major London printer like 
Richardson had a professional advantage over him and most of 
his contemporary authors, not only in being able to edit his 
o w  n manuscript into a typographical analogue, but also in 
making full use of the technical resources of the press to simu­
late the conditions of oral discourse by using various prompter's 
marks, indentations and spacings, footnotes and afterwords, 
and the like, producing in the end a monumen  t of fictional 
hermeneutics.5 
As a result of the strategy of foregrounding "present' 
narrative time and emphasizing "spoken' over written lan­
guage, the early eighteenth-century novel, doubtless influ­
enced by the Don Quixote vogue, often thematizes the act of 
reading and thus mirrors our o w  n struggles with the text. B e  ­
cause of its requisite context, the letter-novel draws attention 
to this narrative device most transparently: "As w  e read Les 
Liaisons," Janet Altman remarks, " w  e develop the illusion that 
w  e are reading a novel in the process of being written. Merteuil 
and Valmont speak self-consciously of themselves as creators 
of their o w  n novel, as 'historiens,' playwrights, and direc­
tors. . . . w  e the external readers are not the only readers of 
this novel in the making, for the vicomte and the marquise 
themselves gradually become privy to almost as m a n y letters 
as w e . "  6 Both in Richardson and Laclos, the power of reading 
is the ultimate intellectual act and the basis of any significant 
writing. Only good readers make good writers, and those char­
acters w h o prevail to the end—Pamela, Clarissa, and Merteuil 
(despite herfinal punishment by the author)—are the ones in 
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control at the "switchboard." Clarissas posthumous letters, 
moreover, even give her a power beyond the grave, in con­
trast to Lovelace, whose last words, " L E T T H I S E X P I A T E ! " re­
main dubious. 
Temporalizing narrative stances and thematizing the 
reading process are not the only means of contextualizing and 
privileging "speech" in the novel. The most immediate quality 
of oral communication is the sense of its circumstantial unique­
ness, its ability to place a character both as a social class m e m  ­
ber and as an individual. Under the aegis of Mikhail Bakhtin, 
current linguistic criticism has stressed the dialogicity of the 
novel as afictional genre; and despite the recent pioneering 
work of such scholars as Paul Alkon, Janet Altman, Walter 
Reed, and Michael M c K e o n , w e have hardly begun to analyze 
the various kinds of discourse in eighteenth-century fiction.7 
Direct discourse, for example, is a principal means of creating 
present time within the story, wresting the story away from 
the narrator-observer and allowing the characters a m o m e n  t of 
autonomy; and the merest hint of dialect or other speech pe­
culiarities m a  y prejudice our responses in any given scene. Yet 
w e still lack a poetics for this phenomenon. 
As M c K e o n points out, among the early English novel­
ists, Bakhtin mentions Fielding, Sterne, and Smollett to illus­
trate his theory of poly vocal structure; because of the preva­
lence of certain foil characters in comic myth—the alazons 
and eirons that Frye has defined—these particular English 
novelists seem especially germane.8 Thus Squire Western's 
wildly explosive speech in Tom Jones casts him as the premoral, 
libidinous Silenus, as Robert Alter ingeniously remarked, in 
contrast to the morally upright but sterile Allworthy, as well as 
to the sadistic and impotent young Blifil and the foppish Lord 
Fellamar.9 O  n the other hand, despite their offensive en­
trances into the story as naked declasse protagonists, both 
T o  m Jones and H u m p h r  y Clinker speak like romantic heroes, 
at once betraying their real identity to the reader, if not to the 
other characters. Although Winifred Jenkins's observation of 
the hero's "skin as fair as alabaster" already signals his leisured-
class origins, Jery Melford's account of Clinker's reply to Matt 
Bramble fails to note anything unusual about the speaker: "— 
M y uncle, having surveyed him attentively, said with an ironi­
cal expression in his countenance, 'Ant you ashamed, fellow, 
to ride postilion without a shirt to cover your backside from 
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the view of the ladies in the coach?' 'Yes, I a m  , an please your 
noble honour; (answered the man) but necessity has no law, as 
the saying is—And more than that, it was an accident—My 
breeches cracked behind, after I had got into the saddle—. "10 
Besides his mock-deprecatory address, Clinker's articulate de­
fense that he had been seriously ill and impoverished by doc­
tors' fees rings true with Bramble's o w n criticism of the medi­
cal profession, and thus announces a character w h  o will be 
discovered as worthy of membership in the family. 
Notwithstanding Bakhtin's emphasis on the English 
comic novelists, Defoe (though to a lesser extent) and Rich­
ardson also employed the dialogical principle in their texts, as 
is seen most tellingly in the conversations between Crusoe and 
Friday, Roxana and A m y  , Pamela and Mrs. Jewkes, Clarissa 
and Anna H o w e  , and of course between Clarissa and Love-
lace. A n annoyance to some of his first readers, Richardson's 
use of slang, as well as his continual underscoring to empha­
size the delivery of speeches, testifies to his conscious imita­
tion of spoken language.11 Furthermore, his potential as a 
comic novelist is evident even in Clarissa, "a work of tragic 
species," w h e  n hefills out dramatic scenes with servants and 
other working-class people. For instance, the episode with the 
W i d o  w Bevis playing Clarissa as if "bloated, and in a dropsy" 
offers a humorous contrast between the clown's idiom and the 
supposed heroine's relatively standard usage: 
Widow. Dost thou kno  w m  y right name  , friend? 
Fellow. I can give a shrewd guess. But that is none 
of m  y business. 
Widow. W h a  t is thy business? I hope Miss H o w  e 
is well? 
Fellow. Yes, m a d a m  ; pure well, I thank G o d  . I wish 
you were so too. 
Widow. I a  m too full of grief to be well. 
Fellow. So belike I have hard say. 
Widow. M  y head aches so dreadfully, I cannot hold 
it up. I must beg of you to let m  e kno  w your 
business. 
Fellow. Nay, and that be all, m  y business is soon 
known. It is but to give this letter into your 
partiklar hands—here it is.12 o w n
So m u c  h had been attempted, indeed, between Richardson's 
time and Scott's in representing regional and class differences 
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of character through a quasi dialect, that in reaction Austen 
appears to have eschewed the more percussive effects of col­
loquial usage and instead sought the finer shades of mental 
difference traceable in polite conversation. Just as innuendo 
and incomplete sentences often carry the most weight in an 
Austen encounter, in contrast to the all too lucid meanings 
conveyed by the smooth talkers, so perhaps because of her 
recognition that deflating a character by colloquialisms reveals 
social disadvantages rather than evil intentions, Lucy Steele's 
poor grammar is a rare instance in Austen's presentation of a 
coarse intelligence. 
Concomitant with experiments in direct discourse, 
the early eighteenth-century news/novel media recognized 
the subtle effects of reported speech in conveying information 
with an aura of authority. The mere recording in print of what 
has been said confers privilege upon the reporter as it did 
upon the old town crier in an oral culture.13 Although the 
printing press had been in use for centuries before Defoe, it 
was not until the late seventeenth century that the improved 
political climate, enhanced printing technology, economic 
growth, and increased literacy combined to bring about the re­
markable book and pamphlet industry surrounding the novel 
as a historical genre.14 With this abrupt development of repor­
tage came a more rigorous encoding by typographical con­
ventions, though compared to nineteenth-century standards, 
Augustan writing basked in a semiotic playground. After years 
of groping for more and more exact methods of rendering 
speech in print, by the 1790s novelists had become adept at 
handling time and voice in various forms of indirect discourse. 
Jane Austen thus came along at a propitious m o m e n t to grasp 
the whole range of meanings possible in closing the traditional 
distance between narrator and character to effect the spon­
taneous, undiluted flow of speech and thought only a few steps 
removed from the Flaubertian technique of depicting a char­
acter's daydreaming. 
More than other kinds offiction, the novel centers on 
the whole complex problem of enabling an authoritative dis­
course within an ostensibly random vocal structure, to the ex­
tent that the principal action within the story concerns the 
intention and meaning of the other characters. Pamela, for in­
stance, opens with the crux of the word kind in the heroine's 
description of her young master's attitude after his mothers 
death; and Clarissa begins with the basic question of whether 
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the duel between James Harlowe and Lovelace really does 
portend a love story. Both Pamela and Clarissa are i m m e  ­
diately hard put to interpret the meanings of what people are 
saying and to defend themselves against their readers' inten­
tions of drawing them into the "mill of the conventional." 
Without trying to be a paragon of virtue, Moll Flanders never­
theless has a similar difficulty with what others are saying and 
exerts herself—or at least seems to do so—to be fair in her 
reporting. Although m u c  h of her narrative involves perfecting 
her o w  n terms for describing events, the episode with the 
counterfeiters is notable for her efforts to distance herself from 
her underworld colleagues' euphemisms: "I durst see them no 
more, for if I had seen them, and not complied, tho' I had de­
clin'd it with the greatest assurances of Secresy in the World, 
they would have gone near to have murther'd m  e to make sure 
Work , and make themselves easy, as they call it; what kind of 
easiness that is, they m a  y best Judge that understand h o  w easy 
M e  n are, that can Murther People to prevent Danger."15 Like 
Polly in The Beggars Opera, whose sentimental ideal of mar­
riage conflicts with her parents' cutthroat "business, ' Moll is 
appalled at the professional criminal's cant, thus proving that 
she is not really incorrigible. 
As the eighteenth-century novelists at least partly 
understood, imitating speech is a form of parody, a repeating 
of what was said with a difference;16 and by this means narrative 
gains authority even while abandoning omniscience and assign­
ing to characters the main burden of the storytelling. W h e  n 
Austen began writing fiction in the 1790s, she had ample 
models in Defoe, Richardson, Fielding, Sterne, Smollett, 
Fanny Burney, Maria Edgeworth, Charlotte Smith, A n n Rad­
cliffe, and m a n y other authors whose works were available 
in the Steventon parsonage; but what is most striking, from 
Austen'sfirst juvenile spoofs to her last, incomplete novel, 
is her radically critical eye toward literary forms in general 
and toward novelistic discourse in particular. Indeed, Viktor 
Shklovsky's insight that "any work of art is created as a parallel 
and a contradiction to some kind of model" is germane to 
Austens o w  n theory of the novel.17 
That Austen's narrative art is essentially parodic has 
been long recognized; just as she participated with family 
members in theatricals, charades, epigrams, and other forms 
of literary fun, so she delighted in ridiculing the popular cults 
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of sensibility and Gothic horror. Love and Freindship capi­
talizes on the most obtrusive weaknesses of the eighteenth-
century epistolary novel—the embarrassing need to refer to 
one's o w  n virtues, as in Pamela, and the often annoying inter­
ruptions of a narrative thread to keep within the physical lim­
its of the letter. In the process of debunking, however, Austen 
also raised serious questions for the novelist, like h o  w to render 
emotion convincingly. In Love and Freindship, Laura's effu­
sions are pointed cliches from sentimental novels rather than 
the feelings of the m o m e n t  : "  A sensibility too tremblingly alive 
to every affliction of m  y Freinds, m  y Acquaintance and par­
ticularly to every affliction of m y o w n , was m y only fault, if a 
fault it could be called. Alas! h o w altered n o w ! Tho  ' indeed m y 
o w n Misfortunes do not make less impression on m e than they 
ever did, yet n o w I never feel for those of an other. M y accom­
plishments too, begin to fade—I can neither sing so well nor 
Dance so gracefully as I once did—and I have entirely forgot 
the Minuet Vela Cour" (MW, 78). 
Austen's intention in such parody has always been 
transparent, namely, to burlesque a literary fad as well as 
affected social behavior. Yet a similar irony directed against 
Marianne Dashwood's expression of feeling about the leaves at 
Norland in the autumn has a more complex effect: " H o  w have 
I delighted, as I walked, to see them driven in showers about 
m  e by the wind! W h a  t feelings have they, the season, the air 
altogether inspired! N o w there is no one to regard them" (SS, 
87-88). Within the story's plot, of course, Marianne will have 
to pay the price for her "transports'; but, nevertheless, in­
voking the pathetic fallacy here deepens her character in con­
trast not only to Laura's sentimental plagiarisms in Love and 
Freindship but also to Elinor's and Edward's wooden attitude 
in the scene. Austen implies that any language of feeling has 
precedents in literary texts, which include the most cherished 
lyric poetry as well as the m a n  y forgettable sentimental novels 
of the day; and the fact that discourse has a doubling effect is 
not necessarily negative or proof of insincerity. Even though 
expressed in the fashionable romantic idiom, w  e are to believe 
that Marianne's emotions are nevertheless visceral. 
Parody as a genre has a wider purpose than merely 
subverting another literary text the way a parasite feeds on its 
host; and recent theoretical discussions of this ironic form in 
contemporary metafiction suggest that it is only a special case 
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of the intertextuality inhering in most autoreferential dis­
course, from Greek comedy and Augustan mock-heroic to 
James Joyces and T  . S. Eliot's retrospectively allusive texts. 
Biographical evidence that Jane Austen wrote Northanger 
Abbey with an awareness of a reader w h  o did not believe in 
novels (James Austen as the source of the monitor-hero Henry 
Tilney) supports the thesis of this study concerning her pri­
mary interest in the literary illusion—that is, in representing 
spoken language and creating the "realistic" effect of the quix­
otic, multiple discourses of a text.18 Aside from the satire on 
Gothic romance and sentimental mannerisms, Austen's first 
novel, Park Honan argues, focuses generally on education as a 
deciphering of spoken language: "Bath, then, becomes a place 
of social talk in which Catherine learns what a girl can never 
gather from Addison's essays or from James and Henry Austen's 
Loiterer, the very difficulty of intuiting h u m a  n character in a 
society in which m e  n and w o m e  n shield themselves with 
words. Ironically her mother searches upstairs at Fullerton for 
a 'very clever essay' to help her—and one detects in that 
search a laughing reply to Austen family essayists."19 That the 
novel is a polyvocal structure, a palimpsest of "living" and only 
partly erased "dead' writing, is fundamental to Austen's prac­
tice; and with her extraordinary ear for timbre in conversation, 
mere gossip is transformed into a vibrant parodic art, a critical 
refining of thought through aggressive emendment of defunct 
expression. 
Considering the simultaneous upsurge in readership 
and book production during her youth, Austen's reflexive art 
was timely, as Honan emphasizes: "The English novel with 
few exceptions was degenerate in the 1790s because there was 
no coherent and deeply based theory offiction to inspire n e  w 
artistic developments of the genre or to defend it against its 
moralistic attackers. Jane Austen joined the debate over the 
moral value of novels not by theorizing, but by showing that 
what a novel imitates is far less important than its technical 
'forms of expression. "'20 Even as she perfected these forms, 
however, Austen never doubted the primacy of voice in re­
producing character and quickly noted interpretive weak­
nesses in the oral delivery of family members trying to read 
her text: "Our second evening's reading [of Pride and Preju­
dice] . . . had not pleased m  e so well, but I believe something 
must be attributed to m y mother's too rapid way of getting on: 
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and though she perfectly understands the characters herself, 
she cannot speak as they ought" (Letters, 299). 
"She cannot speak as they ought"—this m a y be just 
another hint of Mrs . Cassandra Austen's wearying presence, 
but it also serves as a warning to future readers of the Austen 
novel to listen carefully to h o  w words are spoken. A  n ana­
lytical approach is not enough for enacting the lived character 
within the suspended moment : ideally, reading is a perfor­
mance, an imitating of the individual voices in the poly vocal 
text. But "speaking as they ought" also implies listening to 
h o  w they speak: and though all the major Austen characters 
must exhibit prowess as listeners, from the beginning both 
Elizabeth Bennet and E m m  a Woodhouse misconstrue what 
others say and suffer as a consequence. To some extent all six 
completed novels focus on some problems in communica­
tion—several characters in each story have secrets to keep or 
to reveal and pose a challenge to the heroine's powers of inter­
pretation. But E m m a is most radically structured on a game 
theory, with the charade presented as the model of h o w people 
interact with each other in an encounter; and only those w h  o 
can listen to the words of the m o m e n  t turn out to be winners. 
Or to put it in another way, only those with a gift for parody 
can gain control over the babel of rival voices in the world 
represented. 
With all her faults, E m m  a Woodhouse, then, is Aus­
ten's chief candidate for reflecting our o w  n indulgence in the 
"pleasure of the text." Unlike the other central characters, in­
cluding Elizabeth Bennet, E m m  a has an incurable ludic spirit 
and to the end confronts the fact that some things always lie 
hidden in the layers of narrative, that no matter h o  w m u c  h can 
be revealed to the understanding, something remains unheard 
in the most sincere exchange of feeling. It is only in E m m a , 
furthermore, that minor characters hold such a large share of 
the central mystery to be solved; of all the m a n  y talkers in 
Austen s repertory, none has the shamanistic insights into the 
language of the text that Miss Bates and M r  . Woodhouse re­
veal on important occasions. 
Because of Austen's refusal in E m m a to tidy up every­
thing that has aroused our curiosity, perhaps directly resisting 
the Radcliffean commonsense ending, this novel will always be 
a stumbling block for readers insistent on eternal verities and 
smooth surfaces. Comic conventions do hold the larger units 
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of the story together, to be sure; unlike Tristram Shandy, it 
does have a linear plot and reaches a conclusion of sorts. But it 
also compares with Sterne's anatomy of discourse and shows 
the ultimate solipsism involved in communication. The truth 
always lies hidden; even to the exemplary listener, words are 
ever fragmentary and deceitful. 
Rather than follow past custom of devoting a chapter 
to each of the six novels and repeat efforts to find unities, I 
have chosen Emma as the centerpiece of Austen's parodic art 
and tried to fathom what its discourses reveal about reading a 
text and conjuring the intended illusion. 
Thefirst chapter centers on play as regulated activ­
ity that imitates certain behavior in the "serious' world but 
enables the performers to fulfill limited objectives without 
the worry of a "real-life" commitment. As desiring subjects, 
Austen s characters are usually hard put to find something to 
do; and if not directly involved in matchmaking, they are 
nevertheless engaged largely in "reading" the actions of others 
according to some predictable trajectory. Against the arbitrary 
and open-ended consciousness of mere daydreaming, her 
characters focus on the events of the m o m e n t as if they were 
participating in some activity whose rules might be discerned 
by an energetic mind. Except for Anne Elliot, w h o has felt the 
personal loss of eight years of solitude after rejecting an offer of 
marriage, the distant past has little apparent influence on the 
heroines' present consciousness; and the future is seldom 
more than a few months away. W h a t counts above all is the 
m o m e n t at hand—a dinner party, a dance, a card game, a walk 
in the garden, a carriage ride, and other framed actions useful 
to promote conversation among the principals. 
All play involves performance of some kind; but not 
all performances are play—many are "serious" encounters. 
Even the more narrowly self-disciplined minds are called upon 
to execute what the occasion requires: for example, Elinor 
Dashwood's mandatory conversations with Mrs . Jennings on 
the journey to London and afterward, Fanny Price's walk with 
Henry at Portsmouth, and Anne Elliot'sfirst-aid assistance to 
Louisa at L y m e  . Such performances demonstrate the heroine's 
exemplary will in discharging her social obligations and are 
surely important moments in the characterization. But to 
highlight the meaningful ritual action in Austens most festive 
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novels, I have concentrated for analysis on the playful scenes, 
especially those involving music and dancing, in Pride and 
Prejudice and Emma. 
The second chapter looks at the narrative structures 
of desire that underlie the presentation of character as subjec­
tive consciousness and also at the cathectic objects described 
that give the consciousness its raison d'etre. It has been usual 
to see Austen's characters as moving toward some kind of 
knowledge—of self and of others—before being assimilated to 
their world; but m  y stress is upon their states of being, their 
encounters in everyday situations, which m a y be discrete ex­
periences and do not always contribute to the resolution of the 
plot. B  y selecting certain speech patterns to individualize a 
given point of view, Austen's narrative renders the character as 
perceiving subject, caught in the exigencies of the m o m e n  t 
and absorbed in the implicit rules of an encounter. Because 
she is a more elaborate development of Catherine Morland and 
Elizabeth Bennet in a comedy of illusions, E m m a W o o d h o u s e 
is of primary interest here in the erotics of the text. 
In the third chapter I examine the provenance of 
character itself in Austen's text, especially the means of inte­
riority and temporality deriving from herfictional predeces­
sors. Discontinuous narrative forms, as in Richardson's episto­
lary modes and in Sterne's similar use of fragmented texts, 
demonstrated the major illusional effect of splitting the self 
into past and present consciousness. Through a method of con­
trapuntally arranged voices within the storytelling, Austen's 
parodic novels present character both as an individual, think­
ing subject and as a stereotypical imitation, a composite of 
other texts borrowed for the m o m e n t  . 
Although previous scholarship has generally assumed 
a mimetic model to describe Austen's characterization, this ap­
proach has been at odds sometimes with a parodic art that calls 
attention to literary analogues and deliberately subverts trust­
ing the text.21 The aesthetic of representation, however, tends 
to be a contradictory mixture of the natural and the artificial: 
the Meissen porcelain figurine delights not only by its lifelike 
resemblance but also by its cold, fragile composition—the two 
opposite qualities being s o m e h o  w interdependent. Similarly, 
evenfictional characters most patently rooted in motivations 
of the plot and contrived for thematic purposes can strike us 
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as psychologically reified beings. A  n assurance of the charac­
ters' artificial origins seems actually to enhance their mimetic 
value.22 
In contrast to other performances represented, speech 
acts, as the fourth chapter will explore, can have a deceptive 
immediacy, especially w h e  n conventional markers of dialogue 
like inquits are reduced or omitted.23 N  o matter what a charac­
ter is said to be doing, all that the text can provide is written 
language; it is up to the reader to imagine the action referred 
to in the narrative. Rather than "fill in" a scene with static de­
scription, however, Austen notes only the barest essentials of 
the setting and relies instead on multiple discourse to create 
the impression of persons talking and thinking aloud "charac­
teristically." Perhaps thefirst English novelist to grasp the full 
mimetic implications of imitating other language within the 
text, Austen renders not only humorous talkers w h o seem to 
live by words alone but also derisive interlocutors w h o parody 
the original comic discourse while addressing yet another stra­
tum of the comic audience. 
Conversation in Austen's scheme of things m a y appear 
to be spontaneous, an arbitrary act of individual wills; but it is 
usually represented as an encounter between "those w h o 
would talk and those w h  o would listen,' whose rules are best 
k n o w  n once they are broken. A character m a  y talk from a vari­
ety of motives—whether ejaculating to assert a presence for 
oneself while remaining schizoidally indifferent to any audi­
ence, sympathizing with another's happiness or distress, or as­
serting an opinion determinedly to hold sway over another. 
W h a t matters most, however, is not the actual spoken words 
but their perceived intent within a given situation. If the 
encounter is competitively triangular, for instance, a mere 
token of address is sufficient to arouse desire or antagonism: 
Elizabeth's euphoric tete-a-tete with Colonel Fitzwilliam at 
Rosings arouses Darcy's jealousy and seems to bring on the 
marriage proposal (PP, II, 8), and Anne's gratuitous chat with 
M r  . Elliot during the concert at Bath has a similar effect upon 
Captain Wentworth (P, IV, 8). I shall emphasize the humorous 
talkers in Austen's repertory, whose performances in carefully 
staged moments m a y appear, to the inattentive within the 
story, to be empty gestures but m a y actually disclose impor­
tant clues to the plot, articulate some otherwise unnoticed as­
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pect of a character, and even give voice to the anxiety or bore-
d o  m inherent to his or her consciousness. 
The last chapter rounds off our opening inquiry into 
Austen's game theory of writing by examining her textual re­
flexivity. Despite the novelist's artful tactics, a character is fi­
nally no more than the reader's mirage; the agency of desiring, 
playing, and talking attributed to the cipher n a m e d Elizabeth, 
Fanny, or E m m a  , say, depends on our willing suspension of 
disbelief while engaged with the text. Just as the sonata that 
w e really hear is an event—the interpreter's performance, not 
the abstract arrangement of symbols in the musical score—so 
the mimetic information encoded in the author's written lan­
guage only comes to life in the temporal act of reading; a dra­
matic production of the Austen text would complete m  y musi­
cal performance analogy. 
As if to overcome the inertia of the static m e d i u m itself, 
the novel represents not only "real life " but its o w  n devices of 
illusion-making; and hence Austen's characters "listen" as well 
as "talk,' even to the extent of eavesdropping on others behind 
hedgerows. Richardson's scribblers refer to their cacoethes 
scribendi to account for their obsession and c o m m e n  t ner­
vously on their requirements of pen, ink, and paper to write 
the letters w  e read. Austen's characters also value the letter 
as proof of the writer's mind, but they are m u c h more self-
conscious about the role of the reader in constructing the 
story. Besides writing implements, reading materials of all 
sorts—Gothic romances, agricultural reports, poetry, cha­
rades, conundrums, and alphabet games—enter into the ac­
tion of puzzling the text. 
To highlight the truly perceptive mind, however, 
Austen subordinates the activity of reading books to the ongo­
ing process of "reading" character. In emulation of the author's 
role, her principals occasionally step out of their fictional 
frame to discuss strategy toward an implied reader. Henry 
Tilney sfirst speech to Catherine about what they are ex­
pected to say in their situation at a Bath assembly automati­
cally sets them apart from the stereotypes addressed ironically; 
and Admiral Crofts plans for Wentworth after an important 
turn in the plot mirror the author/reader at her work: "I think 
w e must get him to Bath"(P, 173). By interrupting the nar­
rative movement reflexively, Austen thus adopts the Cervan­
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tic principle of negating the conventions of reading to imply a 
more elusive reality beyond representation. 
In view of the m a n  y studies over the past forty years 
that have seen Austen as the prototype of political, moral, and 
aesthetic order, m  y general emphasis here on her fragmentary 
representation of character in purposefully staged scenes m a  y 
appear eccentric at the outset. Without denying the authori­
tative voice in her novels, familiar to even the most cursory 
reader and inspiring confidence in resolving any social ob­
stacle, I argue that her artistic strength lies not so m u c  h in the 
larger design of the story as in its minute encounters, the ivory 
miniatures revelatory of the characters inner life. 
In opposition to the familiar view that Austens novels 
are stylistically polished but lacking in substance, I hope to 
show that they give unusual significance to the most ordinary 
events and, indeed, that in this respect they deserve c o m  ­
parison with the worldly metaphysics of such modern thinkers 
as Heidegger and Sartre.24 But to glance back to her predeces­
sors, it was the eighteenth-century novelists w h o depicted the 
intensity of personal being in the contingent m o m e n t  ; hence, 
one of Austen's great merits as a writer today is her adroit nar­
rative craft in evoking the lived self implicit in the spoken word. 
16 
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O  n the smaller scale of daily events as opposed to m o  ­
mentous questions of h u m a  n destiny, there are forms of desire 
that reach completion and even become absorbed in the indi­
vidual's future actions. The exigencies of time and place im­
posed on the Austen story give significance to the most minute 
circumstances and invite something like a game theory of be­
havior, as described in John Dewey's empirical model: 
W  e have an experience w h e  n the material experi­
enced runs its course to fulfillment. Then and then 
only is it integrated within and demarcated in the 
general stream of experiences from other experi­
ences. A piece of work isfinished in a way that is satis­
factory; a problem receives its solution; a game is 
played through; a situation, whether that of eating a 
meal, playing a game of chess, carrying on a conver­
sation, writing a book, or taking part in a political 
campaign, is so rounded out that its close is a consum­
mation and not a cessation. Such an experience is 
a whole and carries with it its o w  n individualizing 
quality and self-sufficiency. It is an experience.1 
Dewey's indefinite article before the noun emphasizes experi­
ence as a quantity, as something to be measured, evaluated, 
and stored up; and, like power, it m a y be recalled by the agent 
as a commodity to be compared, priced, and exchanged in the 
daily give-and-take. Dewey's examples of conversation and 
games are especially apropos to the main action in the Austen 
novel; but his idea of closure as fulfillment and consummation 
is bracketed in her world, where play, though usually an "edu­
cational experience," tends to be disruptive and fragmentary, 
even portentous, as in her elliptical endings that disarmingly 
remind us tofinish the story in the conventional way. 
But reducing the scale of the everyday uncertainty 
through play brings consciousness into temporary focus and 
permits control over desire; and at some point the miniature, 
whether it is Uncle Toby's bowling green or the game of specu­
lation at Mansfield, throws into relief what is essential to the 
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relations and objectives in question. If art imitates life, there 
must be a structure to everyday situations that can be imi­
tated. For this reason it is misleading to set "culture against 
play"2 in spite of Austen's tendentious narrators. A more accu­
rate dichotomy would be the contrast she draws between good 
and bad forms of playing—between encounters that allow the 
individual participants to lose themselves, say, in the flow of 
conversation and encounters that end in boredom or despair. 
Rather than opposing the sentimentalist's sincere ideal to the 
ironist's role-playing, Austen's text implies that the language 
of "real feeling" comprises both these aspects within a given 
m o m e n t  . Without emotion, nothing is expressed; without 
form, nothing is communicated. It is the experience of regu­
lated activity brought to some sort of limited fulfillment that 
gives meaning to leisure; and Austen's comic world, like any 
catharticfiction, resolves "real-life" conflicts under privileged 
circumstances. 
Since characters themselves are verbal and behavioral 
imitations, to speak of them as playing games is yet another 
Cervantic trick of representation, denying theirfictionality by 
having them mimic their o w n roles reflexively and implying at 
the same time that they have genuine, inner selves in abeyance. 
Characters so engaged also reflect, of course, the parodic au­
thor, w h o cleverly exposes the various masks, gestures, and 
props of her trade by slipping in a n e w illusion of reality. As 
mimetic ruse as well as symbolic action, therefore, play is im­
portant to Austen's metaphorical enterprise, being revelatory 
of character in specifically defined situations. 
N  o matter what w  e imagine the characters to be doing 
in the story, all that is concretely before us is the printed text; 
and if play in Austen is not simply a thematic contrast to the 
morally "serious" actions represented, w  e need to ask exactly 
h o  w it affects the novel's discourse. Apart from such allegorical 
analogies as those between the country dance and marital 
trust or between the Kotzebue drama and marital infidelity, 
the narrative uses play activities of various kinds for three 
main purposes: (1) to frame characters within a "text'—that is, 
within a controlled situation already k n o w  n to us from other 
sources—not only to give them prescribed roles to perform 
but also to give them a specific vernacular for conversation; 
(2) to allow narrators /characters to perceive other characters in 
motion, w h e n the slightest gesture m a y communicate some­
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thing only hinted at in the dialogue; and (3) to render the char­
acter's emotions, whether excited, bored, or depressed, while 
engaged with another in some performance. 
As in other areas of Austen's text, the description of 
any given activity is spare; and readers today require little 
knowledge of the particular recreation alluded to in order to 
understand its manner. W h a t is at issue is h o w the characters 
m o v  e within a certain discourse andfind their voice—or lose 
it—during moments of interaction. The following discussion 
turns on the experience of the encounter as conveyed by the 
narrator, the performer, and the spectator within the scene. 
Since dancing at a ball was no idle pastime to the unmarried 
author but the most opportune m o m e n  t for knowing the other 
sex, it is perhaps not surprising that some of the most crucial 
encounters involve this activity; and our focus here is on this 
not-so-innocent diversion. 
1. Performance 
Not play in the abstract but the particular perfor­
mance, the experience of the m o m e n t , is usually what matters 
in Austen.3 Unless read in context, an action, whether per­
formed well or not, m a  y have quite contradictory values for 
the agent. For instance, John Thorpe's rude driving, dancing, 
and talking are a comic foil to Henry's grace in these same ac­
tivities, which enhances his role as hero; but Willoughby is a 
far more sinister alazon4 because of his smooth horsemanship 
and conversation. Whereas M r  . Collins's clumsy dancing re­
veals a flawed personality that the narrator even ascribes to a 
deprived childhood, Admiral Croft's reckless driving betrays 
only a lovable, childlike humor. Nonperformances themselves 
can be problematic: at given times Darcy, Elton, and Knightley 
all are reluctant to dance, and for very different reasons, even 
though all m o v  e like gentlemen. Likewise, Fanny's refusal to 
play a part in the theatricals m a  y reflect a scrupulous sincerity; 
nevertheless, as a spectator she freely enjoys Henry's acting in 
the Kotzebue play and his reading of Shakespeare. Further­
more, her heartfelt indulgence in the country dances obviates 
any puritanical feeling against recreational activity in principle. 
M o r  e complex than this configuration of good and bad 
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performers and nonperformers, Austens stories tend to divide 
characters according to their inclination toward play or work 
(or rather being "serious"); a small third category includes 
those w h  o are mainly bored or inactive. O  f course, if the con­
ditions are right, characters m a  y m o v  e from one category to 
another. Again, as with the classification of performers, there 
is no fixed hierarchy: being serious is not always better than 
being playful; and being bored, if usually an anomaly, m a  y even 
have merit. Austen's comic irony seems deliberately to thwart 
any complacent schematization. The Marianne/Willoughby 
(play) versus Elinor/Edward (work) contrast, for example, 
seems clear from the beginning; but Marianne's sufferings and 
nearly fatal illness, and Willoughby s honest confession elevate 
both to seasoned realists in the end. Although entering the 
novel as the bored husband of a garrulous, pregnant w o m a n  , 
M r  . Palmer later proves to be an attentive host and parent at 
Cleveland. Elizabeth and M r  . Bennet atfirst share a detached 
view of their world in contrast to the others, w h  o either as-
sum e the "universal truth" of economic unions or simply have 
no theory at all; yet, even before Lydia's elopement disgraces 
the family and exposes her father's irresponsibility, the hero­
ine has been touched by Darcy's seriousness. Nevertheless, in 
the end, though renouncing her father's cynicism, Elizabeth 
regains some of the liveliness that Darcy admires; and thus the 
dichotomy between play and seriousness (the unbridled en­
ergy of Lydia and Kitty versus the unimaginative pedantry of 
Mary) is subject to as m a n y variations as afigure in music. 
F r o  m the foregoing survey, w  e can see that characters 
gain an identity and form alliances by the quality of their 
movements . A performance separates at once not only two in­
terest groups—the performer(s) and the spectator(s), but in­
evitably splinters these constituencies into rival factions and 
mayb  e even a few disinterested observers. A  n artificially con­
centrated acting out of desire, the performance is a kinetic 
situation rendered in the text by positioning contrary, often 
tenuously balanced, attitudes in discourse to imply an encoun­
ter, in Erving Goffman's sense.5 Various kinds of focused ac­
tivity (a dinner or tea, a card game, a dance, a polite conversa­
tion) bring persons together for a limited duration according to 
a set of rules; and such encounters tend toward euphoria or 
dysphoria to the extent that the self is assimilated in the per­
formance. W h a  t is of primary interest to those involved is not 
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the particulars of the ritual act itself (the dinner party m a y be a 
success despite the mediocre food served) but its power to 
create afield in which individual selves merge for the m o m e n t 
of the experience. It is the "w e rationale," to quote Goffman, 
"a sense of the single thing that we are doing together at the 
time,"6 that prompts the individual to join the dance and tran­
scend for a while the insignificant motion of daily life. 
This rationale creates a sense of intimacy between 
partners while presenting themselves in public, an idea im­
plicit in Henry's analogy between the country dance and mar­
riage: "Fidelity and complaisance are the principal duties of 
both; and those m e  n w h  o do not chuse to dance or marry 
themselves, have no business with the partners or wives of 
their neighbours" (NA, 76). As Catherine understands, his 
point about "duties" has less to do with a moral imperative 
than with the state of mind sought in the activity of the coun­
try dance itself: " 'when once entered into, they belong exclu­
sively to each other till the m o m e n  t of its dissolution . .  . it is 
their duty, each to endeavour to give the other no cause for 
wishing that he or she had bestowed themselves elsewhere " 
(NA, 77). Clearly, the likelihood of rivalry with the other danc­
ers in the set is an unavoidable risk worth taking; and John 
Thorpe's bogus claim on Catherine as a promised partner gives 
Henry an occasion to ask assurances of her "fidelity" in their 
present engagement, culminating in her emphatic, "I do not 
want to talk to any body [else]" (NA, 78). Later, on their way to 
Northanger, w  e learn h o  w m u c  h emotion is compressed in her 
response here; and all their dialogue in the story confirms the 
partnership initiated in a physical activity that defined their 
mutual opposition to the others (the Thorpes, General Tilney, 
the Aliens, Bath society). F r o  m this bonding experience, fur­
thermore, Catherine gains insight for judging the alazons cor­
rectly: on seeing Isabella and Captain Tilney as partners in a 
dance after each had protested against joining the group, she 
is witness to the incipient betrayal of her brother; and her 
"pain of confusion" and good-natured alibi for their treachery 
have the advantage of raising Henry's esteem for her (NA, 
133). Hence, thefirst triangle of desire (Catherine and Henry 
versus John Thorpe) gains all the more by opposing the second, 
illegitimate one (Isabella and Captain Tilney versus James). 
Although the encounter is always regulated, aside 
from the more obvious rules of decorum, the most valued 
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principles lie hidden in the actual performance, one reason 
w h y even a champion tennis player or professional opera 
singer must still depend on a coach's expert eye and ear. Fur­
thermore, an irony that serves the parodic narrator's interest, 
the important rules of a performance are mostly to be observed 
w h e  n they are broken, as in the example of Isabella's "infidel­
ity " with Captain Tilney and the consequent consternation 
registered by Catherine and Henry. It is only w h e n an appar­
ently inchoate happening is interrupted, the faithful dancers 
suddenly confronted by their unfaithful counterparts, that the 
rules of "irrelevance' can be comprehended. As Goffman 
states: "an encounter exhibits sanctioned orderliness arising 
from obligations fulfilled and expectations realized."7 
Using the model of a game , Goffman illustrates h o w 
participants in an encounter focus their attention on a single 
objective for the duration of the gathering (the moving of the 
chessmen until the fulfillment of winning or losing) and tacitly 
banish any aesthetic, economic, or sentimental interest that 
would interrupt this attention. Ideally, if the encounter is 
going well the participants will experience the autotelic im­
mersion of self in the activity, without any thought of time or 
place.8 Breaking the rules, "irrelevance," however, will sud­
denly wrench one's attention away from the event as w h e n , 
say, the self-indulgent piano recitalist lingers a trifle too long 
in a mellifluous passage and turns Beethoven into schmaltz. 
O n e of the pleasures of playing a game as opposed to engaging 
in "serious' activities is that specific rules are in effect to pro­
tect the performer from external causes of interference (the 
audience's mandatory silence, hence also irrepressible cough­
ing); and perhaps for similar reasons, numerous other activi­
ties in everyday life, conversation above all, turn out to be 
structured events. At any rate, Austen's novels take a peculiar 
delight in both the ecstatic experience of a performance and 
the embarrassment caused by its interruption. 
Without "flow' any performance is d o o m e  d to fail— 
the performer shrinking back into her solitary self and becom­
ing an alien observer of the scene at hand. Despite their ha­
bitual reflectiveness, all of Austen's heroines experience such 
moments of ecstatic performing; but, in contrast to the less 
self-conscious characters, they do not usually sustain their eu­
phoria very long. O n  e obvious reason for this abridgment is 
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that without a self-interested awareness of time and place, nar­
rative in Austen's classical style would have little material to 
develop. In the stream-of-consciousness technique of later 
novelists, of course, the lyrical state of mind can last for m a n y 
pages without flagging. 
Failed performances, nevertheless, are useful to Aus­
ten's parodic characterization, as in the opening conflict of Pride 
and Prejudice, w h e  n the protagonists share dysphoria to­
gether toward the community-sponsored event. Thus Darcy's 
predicament at the Meryton ball is not unlike Elizabeth's o w n 
antagonism to that lackluster occasion: 
Bingley had never met with pleasanter people or 
prettier girls in his life; every body had been most 
kind and attentive to him, there had been no for­
mality, no stiffness, he had soon felt acquainted with 
all the room; and as to Miss Bennet, he could not con­
ceive an angel more beautiful. Darcy, on the contrary, 
had seen a collection of people in w h o  m there was 
little beauty and no fashion, for none of w h o  m he had 
felt the smallest interest, and from none received ei­
ther attention or pleasure. (PP, 16) 
By means of free indirect discourse, the narrator contrasts each 
character's attitudes without taking sides, though Bingley s an­
gel worship, like Henry Crawford's, connotes a sinister obei­
sance to the female, which enhances Darcy's blunt honesty. 
Failed performances m a  y not only form unexpected 
intimacies but also cause tension and hence store up energy to 
be involuntarily released later in a "flow" experience. For in­
stance, w h e n Darcy and Elizabeth do at last dance together at 
the Netherfield ball, it is a portentous m o m e n  t for the love/ 
hate theme of the story, the entire performance uniting them 
in the same way experienced by Catherine and Henry vis-a-vis 
the Bath world. Again, as in the use of Thorpe, a clown mimics 
the rival's role in the triangular arrangement: "they were dances 
of mortification. M r . Collins, awkward and solemn, apologis­
ing instead of attending, and often moving wrong without 
being aware of it, gave her all the shame and misery which a 
disagreeable partner for a couple of dances can give. The m o  ­
ment of her release from him was exstacy" (PP, 90). In a comic 
reversal of the norms for an encounter, Elizabeth is in ecstasy 
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after the performance! Then, while in this dazed state, she 
feels no resistance to Darcy s request to dance with her ("with­
out knowing what she did, she accepted him" [PP, 90]). 
Once together in the performance, however, the pro­
tagonists use the dance as a pretext for verbal dueling, the 
only kind of exchange immediately available to us in direct dis­
course. But instead of giving expression to mutual hostility, 
the situation actually draws them together as ironic c o m m e n ­
tators on their assigned roles. Although these are presumably 
not mortifying dances, there is no description of the hero's 
movements; the fact that he is a gentleman bred implies the 
requisite grace. Rather than fuss with such details, the nar­
rator remarks Elizabeth's indulgence in the attention they are 
drawing: "Elizabeth m a d  e no answer, and took her place in 
the set, amazed at the dignity to which she was arrived in 
being allowed to stand opposite to M r  . Darcy, and reading 
in her neighbours' looks their equal amazement in beholding 
it" (PP, 90). W h a  t happens next resembles the tit for tat be­
tween Catherine and Henry at Bath, undercutting the con­
ventional chatter expected of first acquaintances engaged at a 
ball; but here it is the w o m a n w h o is on the attack: 
They stood for some time without speaking a word; 
and she began to imagine that their silence was to last 
through the two dances, and atfirst was resolved not 
to break it; till suddenly fancying that it would be the 
greater punishment to her partner to oblige him to 
talk, she made some slight observation on the dance. 
H  e replied, and was again silent. After a pause of 
some minutes she addressed him a second time with 
"It is your turn to say something now, M r . 
Darcy.—I talked about the dance, and you ought to 
make some kind of remark on the size of the room, or 
the number of couples." 
H  e smiled, and assured her that whatever 
she wished him to say should be said. (PP, 91) 
After the initial triumph of exhibitionism, the dance itself is 
valuable mainly for occasioning theirfirst tete-a-tete; yet the 
actual words said here are as unimportant as the particular fig­
ure of the dance in process. It is Elizabeth's power to com­
m a n  d the situation, skillfully using the tension of silence as a 
preparative to aggressive speech, which is at stake. Appar­
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ently without being aware of it, she has scored a direct hit, not 
through the dance itself but the erotic freedom it has released. 
The two signs—the smile and the assurance—are enough to 
validate for us, if not for them, an intimacy bound toward 
eventual wedlock. 
In this encounter, it m a  y be observed, Elizabeth is at 
first aware of being publicly humiliated while dancing with 
M r  . Collins; then, after recovering self-esteem by her place 
with M r  . Darcy, she loses all sense of the others at the ball and 
concentrates exclusively on her partner. Neither one is at 
ease, not only because of their personal differences but more 
importantly because they are unable to lose themselves in 
their roles. Dancing is more a social obligation than a pleasure 
for M r  . Darcy, and Elizabeth knows it. The usual resort would 
be to create small talk to avoid the mounting tension caused by 
an all too self-conscious exercise of the body. However, by 
stepping out of her role, Elizabeth suddenly impresses upon 
her counterpart that she has a mind of her o w n ; and the lively 
conversation that ensues is just the diversion that M r  . Darcy 
most enjoys. 
The rationale here is the characters' equivalent to the 
authors parody, what sociologists call "making a situation." 
Goffman educes the above scene to illustrate h o  w an individ­
ual can "tamper" with the "frame" (the implicit rules in a given 
encounter) deliberately to project the self.9 After jumping 
course in the dance, Elizabeth keeps her partner offbalance in 
the repartee and prophetically ventures to note a likeness be­
tween them: "I have always seen a great similarity in the turn 
of our m i n d s . — W  e are each of an unsocial, taciturn disposi­
tion, unwilling to speak, unless w  e expect to say something 
that will amaze the whole room, and be handed d o w n to pos­
terity with all the eclat of a proverb" (PP, 91). W h e n this ad­
mission of her o w n pride forces him to demur, she responds 
discreetly: "I must not decide on m  y o w  n performance." D e  ­
spite the initially overwhelming experience of being singled 
out to dance with the hero, Elizabeth not only reduces the 
tension between them by recasting their roles as outsiders to 
the event but also elicits both parodic and sincere conversa­
tion from him—a fine performance. 
Because a performance, like conversation, is usually 
triadic in the narrative structure—the two principals and the 
storyteller or other witness—it is not only associated with 
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desire but almost inevitably with "frame tampering" to pro­
ject the self. At Rosings, Elizabeth's encounter with Colonel 
Fitzwilliam is another classical mediation of desire, no matter 
that it is unplanned: 
H  e [Colonel Fitzwilliam] n o  w seated himself by her, 
and talked so agreeably of Kent and Hertfordshire, of 
travelling and staying at h o m e , of n e w books and m u  ­
sic, that Elizabeth had never been half so well enter­
tained in that room before; and they conversed with 
so m u c  h spirit and flow, as to draw the attention of 
Lady Catherine herself, as well as of M r . Darcy. His 
eyes had been soon and repeatedly turned towards 
them with a look of curiosity. (PP, 172) 
Again the actual words are beside the point: it is the ver­
tiginous phenomenon of immersing themselves "with so m u c h 
spirit and flow" in conversation that depresses the spectators 
with a sense of being excluded from the euphoric "together­
ness." The narrator does not analyze Darcy s motive beyond 
"curiosity," but there is little doubt that his cousin's ease with 
Elizabeth here is a cause for jealousy. 
As if charged from the energy of her encounter with 
Colonel Fitzwilliam, Elizabeth feels the power to compensate 
for the weakness of her piano-playing by "making" the situa­
tion accommodate her superior wit: "You mean to frighten m e  , 
M r  . Darcy, by coming in all this state to hear m e  ? But I will 
not be alarmed though your sister does play so well. There is a 
stubbornness about m  e that never can bear to be frightened at 
the will of others. M  y courage always rises with every attempt 
to intimidate m e  " (PP, 174). Her acknowledgment that her 
"fingers do not m o v  e over this instrument in the masterly 
manner which I see so m a n y women's do" slyly reduces a piano 
performance to mechanical agility rather than allowing for the 
whole interaction of mind and body with the motion. As be­
fore, during their dance together at Netherfield, Elizabeth at­
tacks Darcy s radical individualism as her o w n  , but this time 
with the added advantage of a witness in Colonel Fitzwilliam. 
While presumably intent on reducing the tension of the en­
counter, Elizabeth again claims Darcy's shyness in public to 
be a zone of selfhood they have in c o m m o n : " W e neither of 
us perform to strangers" (PP, 176). The hero's and narrator's 
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silence toward this remark is typical of the m a n  y indeter­
minacies in the reliance on dialogue to carry a scene; but in 
contrast to an egregiously bad performance like Mar  y Bennet's 
"long concerto," mere ego gratification that fails to c o m m u n i ­
cate anything to her audience, Elizabeth's ironic undercutting 
of her situation (the piano-playing, after all, was obligatory at 
this moment ) is exactly what answers to Darcy s refusal to play 
without purpose.10 
Although "frame tampering" m a  y have the positive 
effect of uniting characters as outsiders to their official roles 
(Catherine and Henry, Elizabeth and Darcy), the rules of "ir­
relevance" m a y apply to situations where the actor only pre­
tends to be playing as a ruse to manipulate the other, some­
times with dangerous consequences. The m u c h debated crisis 
over the theatricals in Mansfield Park illustrates this kind 
of encounter. Lionel Trilling's stress on Austen's link with 
Rousseau in distrusting histrionic art in principle not only ig­
nores the biographical evidence to the contrary but also re­
peated scenes in the novels, like those between Elizabeth and 
Darcy, where the presentation of self requires artfulness in 
communicating with the other. Within the story, the chief 
objection to producing the Kotzebue play is the implicit re­
bellion against Sir Thoma s in his absence.11 Rather than con­
demning acting as immoral, Austen seems remarkably close to 
Diderot's insight in Rameaus Nephew: "There is only one m a n 
in the whole of a realm w h  o walks, and that is the sovereign. 
Everybody else takes up positions."12 E d m u n d  , w  e recall, 
does not condemn the impropriety of Lovers' Vows but wor­
ries instead about the kind of performance likely to result: 
"True, to see real acting, good hardened real acting; but I 
would hardly walk from this room to the next to look at the raw 
efforts of those w h o have not been bred to the trade,—a set 
of gentlemen and ladies, w h  o have all the disadvantages of 
education and decorum to struggle through" (MP, 124). If 
M r  . Yates bears out E d m u n d '  s worst fears on this account, it is 
the "good hardened real acting" of the Crawfords that disrupts 
the Bertram amateurs, w h  o are incapable of disinterested 
playing and inject the irrelevance of their selfish pursuits into 
the rehearsals. The sinister Crawfords have it both ways, act­
ing their roles persuasively while enjoying their power over 
the others; and serious trouble brews w h e n the amateur comes 
27

Play 
"alive with acting" and still feels herself a pathetic heroine off­
stage w h e  n her Frederick departs from Mansfield: 
— T h e hand which had so pressed hers to his heart! 
— T h e hand and the heart were alike motionless and 
passive now! Her spirit supported her, but the agony 
of her mind was severe. (MP, 193) 
Free indirect discourse renders Maria's confusion of play and 
seriousness, where histrionic gesture becomes equivalent to 
feeling to the extent that sincerity can no longer be distin­
guished from role-playing. It is a confusion, however, that 
Fanny herself experiences momentarily later in the story, dur­
ing Henry's reading of Shakespeare. One's autonomy depends 
on breaking the spell. 
A performance is ideally the work of the m o m e n t , its 
agents transcending the normal self/other relationships to 
the environment. Just as agape in the religious sense occurs 
through divine grace, so loss of self-consciousness in the ac­
tivity is a phenomenon of being in motion, with all one's feel­
ings concentrated on the purpose at hand. Surrendering one's 
rational faculties to the current of involuntary forces obviously 
involves a certain risk; and whether one is walking, playing the 
piano, singing, or engaged in polite conversation, there is al­
ways some danger of falling, of a wrong note or a faux pas to 
damage the ego during the m o m e n t of exertion. But at some 
point it becomes more dangerous to resort to reason than to 
trust the instincts of the body. (One can imagine the conse­
quences if a ski jumper began to reconsider his m o v e once he 
was launched into the air.) The danger, furthermore, is a vital 
element of the tension that generates the energy to perform in 
thefirst place; and for this reason the spectator, real or imag­
ined, is necessary to the actor's reaching his peak of perfor­
mance. The spectator, at least vicariously, takes part in the 
action—ideally, to the extent of feeling himself in danger 
(Coleridge's "willing suspension of disbelief'). 
Always a risk for the spectator, no matter h o  w other­
wise secure, is the surrendering of critical judgment, of being 
seduced by the artist's deceptions; and for a repressed person­
ality the experience does not come without guilt feelings. In 
her capacity to lose herself in a performance yet regain her 
personal freedom to judge, Fanny Price is a model spectator as 
well as reader of plays: she is responsive to Henry's skillful act­
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ing for the momen t but afterward is detached enough to distin­
guish between art and life. A tendentious scene, which explic­
itly interrelates the topoi of histrionic art, pulpit eloquence, 
and the language of "true feeling," casts E d m u n  d as pander, 
while Henry tries to win Fanny through the contagion of read­
ing Shakespeare—presumably with all the voice, countenance, 
and gesture that authorities on eloquence recommended.13 
While Lady Bertram dozes as usual upon the sofa (a conve­
nient defusing of the chaperone, as in the case of Mrs. Bates's 
poor eyesight and broken spectacles), Fanny's cousin indulges 
in voyeurism throughout the performance: 
E d m u n  d watched the progress of her attention, and 
was amused and gratified by seeing h o w she gradually 
slackened in the needle-work, which, at the begin­
ning, seemed to occupy her totally; h o  w it fell from 
her hand while she sat motionless over it—and at last, 
h o  w the eyes which had appeared so studiously to 
avoid him throughout the day, were turned and fixed 
on Crawford,fixed on him for minutes, fixed on him 
in short till the attraction drew Crawford's upon her, 
and the book was closed, and the charm was broken. 
Then, she was shrinking again into herself, and blush­
ing and working as hard as ever. (MP, 337) 
It is a strange momen t for E d m u n d , almost sexual, and though 
at present he is interfering on Henry's behalf, it is not an in­
appropriate feeling toward the w o m a n he will eventually wed . 
For her part, troubled by her lapse in self-control, Fanny re­
fuses to give the expected compliments afterward: "Her praise 
had been given in her attention: that must content them" 
(MP, 338). To gauge the effect of the reading, Henry observes 
that even the indolent aunt is aroused: "Crawford was exces­
sively pleased [free indirect discourse mimics his insincere hy­
perbole].—If Lady Bertram, with all her incompetency and 
languor, could feel this, the inference of what her niece, alive 
and enlightened as she was, must feel, was elevating" (MP, 
338). H  e quickly dispels the charm, however, by his subse­
quent harangue on pulpit eloquence and then almost drives 
Fanny out of the room with his hackneyed gallantry ("it is 
'Fanny' that I think of all day, and dream of all night.—You 
have given the name such reality of sweetness, that nothing 
else can no  w be descriptive of you" [MP, 344]). In contrast to 
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his natural eloquence while reading Shakespeare, Henry's bad 
performance as a polemicist and a suitor is blatantly self-
serving and wholly underestimates his audience. 
Yet bad acting is morally useful. The failure of perfor­
mance not only reveals grease paint, meaningless gesture, and 
borrowed speech; but, far worse, it also exposes the artist as a 
declasse m e m b e r of the community, an unscrupulous trickster 
rather than an inspired prophet. Without the benefit of illu­
sion, the spectator is at liberty to go behind the scenes and 
contemplate manipulative behavior there in terms of real-life 
encounters; and the shame of having once been taken in adds 
to the moral condemnation of the impostor. All the while 
w  e are engaged with Fanny in this enterprise, however, w  e 
ourselves are caught in the illusion of her sincerity as a real 
presence. 
2. The "Irresistible Waltz" 
Performances recalled become significant in conver­
sation at a later point in the story, and hence they give charac­
ters a certain depth of experience as well as a basis for alliances 
and rivalries. Because performances create a m e m o r  y bank or 
field, sometimes only a word or phrase is enough to call forth 
associations in a character's mind. Moreover, since the nar­
rator m a  y choose to withdraw from the storytelling for a while, 
leaving the responsibility to the protagonists themselves, there 
are m a n y encounters in Austen that rely heavily on innuendo 
in dialogue to suggest meaning. The scene where Jane Fairfax 
demonstrates the Broadwood piano for E m m a  , with Frank 
Churchill present, is an example of a performance rendered 
with very little narrative assistance; but it bears out what is 
said elsewhere concerning the politics of politeness. 
Nonperformances, w e have noted, m a y be a means of 
affirming selfhood against socially predetermined behavior. 
Both Darcy and Knightley demonstrate "good faith" by refus­
ing to dance simply because it is expected of them, and their 
blunt manners are even m a d e to reflect the national character. 
M r  . Knightley's warning to E m m  a about Frank Churchill's gra­
tuitous amiability invokes an ancient distrust of Gallic po­
liteness among the British upper classes: "he can have no E n  ­
30 
Play 
glish delicacy towards the feelings of other people: nothing 
really amiable about him" (E, 149). It also shows that Knightley 
can detect a h a m actor w h e n he sees one, and to the end he 
triumphs while others are taken in by the interloper. But, like 
Fanny, he avows the sincere ideal without knowing that what 
he really demands is good acting. Habitually in "bad faith," 
Churchill is merely "aimable"; and, long before the heroine, 
the reader is privileged to witness his infidelity through the 
action at the Coles's party in chapter 26 (E, II, 8), w h e n M r . 
Knightley becomes angry with his rival for exploiting Jane 
Fairfax's singing, and w h e  n subsequently E m m  a outshines her 
rival by leading the impromptu dance with the encroacher 
("They were a couple worth looking at"). 
To render his amiability as underhanded, even treach­
erous, the narrative suppresses the information of Churchill's 
actual part in manipulating the event that night: "soon (within 
five minutes) the proposal of dancing—originating nobody ex­
actly knew where—was so effectually promoted by M r  . and 
Mrs. Cole, that every thing was rapidly clearing away, to give 
proper space" (E, 229). As on other occasions, notably at the 
Crow n Inn ball, Churchill is a shadowy presence, in fact, a 
double agent whose real motives go undetected; and the nar­
rator captures in free indirect discourse a few superlatives as­
sociated with the text of the aimable: "Mrs . Weston, capital in 
her country-dances, was seated, and beginning an irresistible 
waltz; and Frank Churchill, coming up with most becoming 
gallantry to E m m a  , had secured her hand, and led her up to 
the top" (E, 229). 
At first glance the phrase "irresistible waltz" seems 
harmless enough, eliciting no more than the idea that the par­
ticipants, if not M r  . Knightley among the bystanders, were 
fond of dancing. But as in Isabella's "infidelity" with Captain 
Tilney at the Bath ball, the irresistible power of attraction 
once more stems from the triangular desire latent in the social 
occasion. In the second chapter after this scene, w h e  n E m m  a 
visits the Bateses' to hear the intriguing Broadwood piano, 
Frank Churchill's cryptic dialogue with Jane goes unheard ex­
cept by the wary outside reader: 
"If you are very kind," said he, "it will be one 
of the waltzes w  e danced last night;—let m  e live 
them over again. You did not enjoy them as I did; you 
31 
Play 
appeared tired the whole time. I believe you were 
glad w  e danced no longer; but I would have given 
worlds—all the worlds one ever has to give—for an­
other half hour." 
She played. 
"Wha  t felicity it is to hear a tune again which 
has made one happy!—If I mistake not that was 
danced at Weymou th . " 
She looked up at him for a moment , coloured 
deeply, and played something else. (E, 242) 
Here two previous moments of an intimate encounter con­
verge in a simultaneous lie and betrayal. The m a n w h o had 
danced with E m m  a the night before and had expressed his re­
lief at escaping Jane's "languid dancing" continues at this point 
to tyrannize over his fiancee unbeknownst to the others. Be­
cause of the secret that gives him the power, Jane is reduced 
to a mere instrument again and made to play the same tunes 
from the previous night at the Coles's, apparently including 
the "irresistible waltz" rendered on the keyboard by the preg­
nant Mrs. Weston and danced with E m m  a as his partner. 
Churchill's innuendo, furthermore, about hearing this same 
tune previously at Weymout  h suddenly brings out the horror 
of his infidelity: having danced with a rival the "irresistible 
waltz" that symbolizes his promise to the beloved.14 
Apart from their situation of having to keep their inti­
macy secret, Frank Churchill, it would appear, enjoys the au­
thor's prerogative of manipulating character as well as plot; 
and his mischief in punishing Jane throughout various in­
trigues belongs to the trickster's role in comicfiction. O n  e of 
his most sadistic moments occurs when he forces Jane to sing 
to the point of exhaustion at the Coles's, before the hero inter­
venes to rescue her: 
Towards the end of Jane's second song, her voice grew 
thick. 
"That will do," said he, when it was finished, 
thinking aloud—"You have sung quite enough for one 
evening—now, be quiet." 
Another song, however, was soon begged for. 
" O n  e more;—they would not fatigue Miss Fairfax on 
any account, and would only ask for one more." And 
Frank Churchill was heard to say, "I think you could 
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manage this without effort; thefirst part is so very 
trifling. The strength of the song falls on the second." 
M r  . Knightley grew angry. 
"That fellow," said he, indignantly, "thinks of 
nothing but shewing off his o w n voice. This must not 
be." A n d touching Miss Bates, w h o at that m o m e n t 
passed near—"Miss Bates, are you m a d  , to let your 
niece sing herself hoarse in this manner? G o  , and in­
terfere. They have no mercy on her." (E, 229) 
They have no mercy on her. Being victim is a large part of 
Jane's charm in this story, and this scene invokes reflexively 
the text of the Gothic heroine that M r  . Knightley is recalling in 
emotional terms. 
This anxious performance is notable for what the 
narrator does not describe, especially the motive for M r  . 
Knightley s anger and the reason for Jane's exhaustion. As 
Patrick Piggott observes: "It is part of M r  . Knightley s person­
ality to be frank and outspoken, but his manner of addressing 
Miss Bates on this occasion was as near to plain rudeness as 
makes no matter." Piggott also explains that Jane's condition 
after only two songs "does not speak very well for the sound­
ness of the vocal training she had received in London."1 5 
Surely this is to miss the significance of the whole encounter. 
W h a  t is at issue is not M r  . Knightley s politeness or Jane's vo­
cal training but the severe tension she is under while perform­
ing with her secret lover. M r  . Knightley not only resents 
Churchill's exhibitionism here; but, perhaps drawing on his 
Gothic imagination for the m o m e n t  , as does E m m  a in other 
places, he also suspects him of abusing Jane almost perversely. 
In contrast to her rival caught in yet another double 
bind, E m m  a sings blissfully, aided by theflattering attention 
that Churchill bestows on her in this encounter: 
She knew the limitations of her o w n powers too well 
to attempt more than she could perform with credit; 
she wanted neither taste nor spirit in the little things 
which are generally acceptable, and could accompany 
her o w  n voice well. O n  e accompaniment to her song 
took her agreeably by surprize—a second, slightly 
but correctly taken by Frank Churchill. Her pardon 
was duly begged at the close of the song, and every 
thing usual followed. (E, 227) 
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Although E m m a ' s "little things" were probably simple folk 
songs as opposed to Jane's Italian arias, what matters is her ease 
of performance while being abetted by a male admirer. Unlike 
Mary Bennet in her "long concerto," E m m a "knew the limita­
tions of her o w n powers too well to attempt more than she 
could perform with credit"; and the narrator's approbation on 
this account, w  e m a  y assume, is identical with M r  . Knightley's 
attitude toward the heroine. 
Since play is activity that ideally involves a loss of self-
consciousness within regulated encounters, Frank Churchill's 
behavior, on the contrary, is quite serious, capable of inflicting 
injury upon the betrothed and her family. O  n the mistaken 
assumption that E m m  a is in on the secret, he acts out duets 
with her in the manner of a D o n Giovanni intriguing with a 
Leporello. If this behavior qualifies as play in the stageable 
sense, his covert intimacy with Jane, which he goes to great 
lengths to protect, m a y be serious enough to make his flirta­
tion with E m m  a mere child's play, a game of pretended sexual 
innocence without the requisite euphoric loss of self in the 
performance. In fact, to grant him a measure of sympathy, his 
frequent discomfort while concealing his intimacy with Jane 
m a  y help to account for his occasional petulance toward her. 
His situation disallows the true ludic spirit, an idea brought 
out w h e n he tries to play the alphabet game with his cheerless 
partner at Hartfield as a pretext for communicating with her 
in front of the others. Having blundered about M r  . Perry's 
carriage, Churchill seems to be at a loss to carry on the per­
formance and squirms like an amateur under M r  . Knightley's 
disapproving gaze: "Disingenuousness and double-dealing 
seemed to meet him at every turn. These letters were but the 
vehicle for gallantry and trick. It was a child's play, chosen to 
conceal a deeper game on Frank Churchill's part" (E, 348). 
But, as w e know, the "deeper game" is not really a game at all; 
and Jane's blush at seeing herself observed signifies that play­
ing is out of the question. She "pushed away the letters with 
even an angry spirit, and looked resolved to be engaged by no 
other word that could be offered" (E, 349). Despite her share 
of guilt in the deceit practiced against the others, Jane has no 
real inclination to play the roles thrust upon her; and the only 
m o m e n t of euphoria for her comes after the truth can be re­
vealed, w h e  n at last she can stand with E m m  a in a triumphant 
duet against Mrs . Elton. Churchill does enter into the game 
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for the fun of it, but his self-centered apartness while actively 
engaged with others, his moping and lack of spontaneity, hardly 
represent the "ludic" personality as fulfilled in Huizinga's 
16 sense.
3. The Crown Inn Ball 
To judge from her biography, Austen had no qualms 
about playing games; and her letters to Cassandra abound with 
private jokes and witticisms, including some "black humor ." 
As a novelist, from the beginning to the end her parody of fic­
tional forms is central to her art. Yet the ideal of play as eu­
phoric encounter is a rare m o m e n  t in her stories, a respite 
from nervous conflicts proliferating on every page; at least 
among the young, recreation proves to be disruptive, a grati­
fication at the expense of others, until some authority appears 
to repress the frolicking. Nevertheless, a too solemn moraliza­
tion of the play element is precisely what Austen's comic irony 
militates against in retrospect; and, significantly, all her hero­
ines are good performers in some kind of diversion. The Austen 
text, then, is simply ambivalent about the will to pleasure. 
There is an eerie foreboding at the margins of her comedy, as if 
at any m o m e n t something might happen to dispel the joy, a 
note of sadness resembling D o n Quixote's moods w h e n con­
templating his textual fate. It is not easy, after all, to inhabit 
the world of parody, where at any m o m e n t a character m a y 
discover his illusions to be not even his o w n . Perhaps it is this 
contingency that haunts play in the most ludic novels, a per­
sistent reminder of biological as well as literary mortality. 
Less conspicuous than the repeated dichotomy be­
tween players and nonplayers in Austen's novels is the implied 
distrust rampant in the community as a whole; and it is in 
Emma that the hazards of village recreation loom darkly in the 
central action. Highbury's decline reflects the snobbism ana­
lyzed in the next chapter, and the Woodhouse h u m o r to fidget 
behind the shrubbery is part of the general malaise. N  o w o n  ­
der that in this stultifying atmosphere the heroine seems to 
await the arrival of Frank Churchill as if for her deliverance. 
To some readers, however, it seems that Churchill is at fault 
for initiating the C r o w  n Inn ball and, in general, for introduc­
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ing "movement andflexibility into a landscape of peace and 
stability,"17 a belief that would make M r . Woodhouse's dread 
of the whole event the norm for the reader to accept. The 
terms "peace and stability" hardly fit the deep social changes 
attested throughout the novel and neurotically shunned by the 
nominal patriarch of Hartfield. 
Frank Churchill is told, w  e recall, "the history of the 
large room visibly added" to the Crown: "it had been built 
many years ago for a ball-room, and while the neighbourhood 
had been in a particularly populous, dancing state, had been 
occasionally used as such;—but such brilliant days had long 
passed away, and n o  w the highest purpose for which it was 
ever wanted was to accommodate a whist club established 
among the gentlemen and half-gentlemen [!] of the place" (£, 
197). Despite Churchill'sfickle language of the improver and 
his fascination with the building's "capabilities," the objection 
against reviving the "former good old days of the room" be­
cause of the "want of proper families in the place, and the con­
viction that none beyond the place and its immediate environs 
could be tempted to attend" (E, 198) is not satisfactory. The 
mocking narrator adopts the Woodhouse humor to set forth 
the current divisiveness in the community. Not only has M r  . 
Woodhouse never met Mrs . Stokes, the present occupant of 
the Crown, but his daughter "was rather surprized to see the 
constitution of the Weston prevail so decidedly against the 
habits of the Churchills" (E, 198) w h e  n Frank suggests a public 
entertainment at the inn. Free indirect discourse shades in 
E m m a '  s consternation at the interloper's proposal: " O  f pride, 
indeed, there was, perhaps, scarcely enough; his indifference 
to a confusion of rank, bordered too m u c  h on inelegance of 
mind. H  e could be no judge, however, of the evil he was hold­
ing cheap. It was but an effusion of lively spirits" (E, 198). 
Without endorsing either the extreme of democratic leveling 
or that of a rigid caste system, the narrative warns from the 
outset of the story that the old Woodhouse order is rigid and 
needs pumping with n e w energy to keep viable. Churchill 
ma  y be a nuisance, but his intrusion is necessary to arouse de­
sire and bring about the change in E m m a '  s situation near the 
end of the novel. 
Perhaps the overall success of the Crown Inn ball in 
bringing a rare m o m e n  t of euphoria to the Highbury world is 
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enough to justify Churchill's manipulative scheme. Far from 
being the subversive activity the theatricals at Mansfield Park 
were, this event brings together for the only time in the novel 
such diametrically opposed characters as E m m  a and Miss 
Bates in a surprisingly celebratory m o o d  ; and, of course, after 
forcing M r  . Knightley into action to rescue Harriet from the 
Eltons' vendetta, the ball climaxes in uniting him with E m m  a 
in the dance, theirfirst consciously erotic m o m e n  t together. 
Highbury will never again meet under such relatively 
cohesive conditions; and just as the social contract depends on 
the subordination of the individual will to the c o m m o  n good, 
so the country dance once more proves its efficacy in animat­
ing the spirit, for the m o m e n  t at least, needed to achieve this 
end. It is as if Austen were deliberately showing us the power 
of the dance by allowing its temporary revival at Highbury to 
put into motion the traditional steps of village life that sum­
m o  n a less fragmented culture than the present one n o  w aban­
doned by the Hartfield squire; after the Crown event, the ac­
tivities at Donwell and Box Hill will increasingly fail as group 
play, notwithstanding M r  . Knightley s hospitality and noblesse 
oblige. Although the Eltons try to sabotage the festivities at 
the Crown and the hero has to come into the dance to rescue 
Harriet (a serious rather than ludic motive), as far as is possible 
the community is temporarily in step. 
The teleology of plot implies an aesthetic and moral 
rationale; but the sequence of events in Austen's story, like the 
experience of daily life, does not occur as a suspended part of a 
final cause awaiting fulfillment in the last chapter. Instead, 
characters undergo continually changing circumstances and 
register levels of energy on a scale from ennui and low self-
esteem to euphoria and a sense of power. They usually have a 
short memory , or almost none at all, precisely because what 
matters happens to them in the course of a few days, weeks, 
or months. Not even Anne Elliot, the most retrospective of 
Austen characters, s u m m o n s up any particular event from 
the distant years with Wentworth; it is their shared experi­
ence during the crisis at L y m  e that works on their present 
consciousness.18 
Play, w e know, is inherent in religious ritual and pro­
vides a culture with a measure of control over the essential 
issues of life and death. With the perspicacity of a modern an­
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thropologist, the "authorial narrator" in Emma declaims on 
the cathartic function of a ball: 
It m a y be possible to do without dancing entirely. In­
stances have been k n o w n of young people passing 
many, m a n y months successively, without being at 
any ball of any description, and no material injury ac­
crue either to body or mind;—but w h e n a beginning 
is m a d e — w h e  n the felicities of rapid motion have 
once been, though slightly, felt—it must be a very 
heavy set that does not ask for more. (E, 247) 
The interesting point here is the difference between the initial 
motives toward the event and the actual euphoria of motion, 
w h e  n the I-thou relationship gets lost in the dance. 
Regardless of his selfish motives in promoting the 
ball, therefore, Churchill, with Jane as sacrificial lamb, is 
needed to instill energy into the stagnant Highbury c o m m u ­
nity just w h e  n the titular heroine is in danger of never marry­
ing, as well as never dancing. Apart from his welcome injec­
tion of play into the community, furthermore, his sincere 
alliance with E m m  a against the presumptuous Eltons, supple­
mented later by Jane's equally sincere friendship with her for­
mer rival, demonstrates that he is not, in fact, indifferent to a 
"confusion of rank," after all. Churchill's arrival on the scene is 
threatening to the "peace and stability" of the town, but the 
event at the C r o w  n proves well worth the risk, if only because 
it unites hero and heroine in the dance with a heightened con­
sciousness of theirfidelity toward one another. O f course, vari­
ous complications still lie ahead before the novel reaches its 
ending: to modify Dewey's principle, this performance is nei­
ther a "consummation" nor a "cessation"; besides arousing 
false expectations in Harriet, it also stirs n e  w feelings in E m m a  , 
which will not be clear to her until the discovery that her poor 
friend is no less than a serious rival. 
The ball at the C r o w n Inn, above all, reveals E m m a ' s 
capacity for agape, a loss of self-awareness in motion, social love, 
and other redeeming qualities that distinguish M r  . Knightley's 
values. Although from the earliest stage of planning she had 
flattered herself that the ball was intended for her personally, 
by the time of its happening not only has Mrs . Elton as bride 
taken precedence but also Churchill's mind seems oddly dis­
tant from her throughout the event. While preparing for the 
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ball she had desired the occasion "even for simple dancing it­
self, without any of the wicked aids of vanity" (£, 247), a m o  ­
tive she could fathom, if not M r  . Knightley, from her experi­
ence of being "well matched in a partner" (E, 230) at the 
Coles s. W h a t was "wicked" about that event was the egotism: 
"They were a couple worth looking at," a thought that would 
have caused some discomfort to Jane sitting in the shadows. At 
the C r o w n affair it is Mrs . Elton w h o enjoys the advantage of a 
"vanity completely gratified" (E, 325); but since the "felicities 
of rapid motion" obliterate the heroine's concern with a "con­
fusion of rank," nothing can disturb her: "—In spite of this 
little rub, however, E m m  a was smiling with enjoyment, de­
lighted to see the respectable length of the set as it was form­
ing, and to feel that she had so m a n  y hours of unusual festivity 
before her" (E, 325). 
As usual in this novel, the narrator closely imitates 
the rhythms of the heroine's consciousness; even the privi­
leged view of the historian seems compatible with her finite 
sense of things at this time: "The ball proceeded pleasantly. 
The anxious cares, the incessant attentions of Mrs . Weston, 
were not thrown away. Every body seemed happy; and the 
praise of being a delightful ball, which is seldom bestowed till 
after a ball has ceased to be, was repeatedly given in the very 
beginning of the existence of this" (E, 326). Miss Bates s ex­
clamation, "This is meeting quite in fairy-land!—Such a trans­
formation!" (E, 323), is prophetic; and in running off to her 
usually recessive mother she extends the festive spirit even 
beyond the C r o w n room. Under these ideal circumstances, 
therefore, M r  . Knightley s heroic action is not just for Harriet's 
sake but to preserve the communal happiness from the Eltons' 
rudeness. 
Since any encounter is a kinetic arrangement of inten­
tions lasting only for the m o m e n t  , its historical existence is 
subject to doubt even for those w h  o had directly experienced 
it. That the event is ultimately a phenomenon created in the 
minds of the participants rather than something objectively 
"out there" is the emphasis of the narrator's peculiarly ontic 
description: "after a ball has ceased to be . . . the very begin­
ning of the existence of this" (E, 326). M a y b  e the whole thing 
has been an illusion in thefirst place, the magic of Aladdin's 
lamp, to use Miss Bates's figure; and like most occasions in 
daily life it has little or no significance to the nonparticipant: 
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"Of very important, very recordable events, it was no more 
productive than such meetings usually are" (£, 326). Yet, 
strangely enough, not only this entire chapter but nearly all 
the chapters, from the first anticipation of Frank Churchill and 
Jane Fairfax in the story, are preoccupied, directly or indi­
rectly, with this one social occasion. 
Despite its momentous importance to Highbury at 
the time, nevertheless, the encounter is doomed to oblivion, 
as the following anticlimactic chapter reveals, w h e  n the bliss­
ful m o o d of the community gives way abruptly to hysteria over 
Harriet's scrape with an alien reality beyond the shrubbery: 
"It was the very event to engage those w h o talk most, the 
young and the low; and all the youth and servants in the place 
were soon in the happiness of frightful news. The last night's 
ball seemed lost in the gipsies" (E, 336). The fanfare over this 
melodramatic incident gives edge to the narrator's "very im­
portant, very recordable events " and illustrates again the easy 
transition from play to seriousness, and vice versa, in daily life. 
4. "Every Savage Can Dance' 
Since play often connotes a childish indulgence, a 
nonproductive activity enjoyed by the leisured classes, even 
in comicfiction the ascetic voice m a  y sound most authoritative 
and put a damper on the gamboling m o o d . Furthermore, if for 
one reason or another the game separates the participants too 
exclusively from the rest of the community, it is likely to be 
held in suspicion by those without the franchise. In contrast to 
most encounters in Austen's novels, the ball at the C r o w  n Inn 
reduces the divisions in the community for its duration and 
proves costly to the malcontents w h o would interrupt its prog­
ress. Like the more explicit attack on Churchill's frenchified 
amiability, this village diversion, organized around a centuries-
old form of group dancing, alludes tendentiously to the tradi­
tional national character threatened by the n e w urban wealth 
and manners. 
Because the English country dance evolved to sim­
plify the movements of address between the sexes, by the end 
of the eighteenth century it had become a national institution 
and an almost unavoidable ritual of courtship.19 Not surpris­
ingly, therefore, it is an important activity for several Austen 
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heroines—Catherine, Elizabeth, Fanny, and E m m a — w h  o 
discover their marriage partners in the shared experience. Al­
though the English country dance usually included persons 
of all ages and ranks, married or unmarried, Austen's novels 
give the impression that it is intended only.for the eligible 
singles; small wonder, then, that both Darcy and Knightley 
prefer to remain on the sidelines, not wanting to perform with 
"strangers" and risk unwanted entanglements. Once they do 
engage in the dance, however, to judge by the effect on their 
partners, they perform with all the felicity of motion expected 
of trueborn English gentlemen. 
Since the country dance had declined, at least in 
Austen's novels, to a mating game rather than a diversion for 
the whole community, at times it is almost incumbent on the 
heroine to refuse a partner, if only to assert her personal free­
d o m . But then, by a wry twist, the refusers themselves m a y 
form an alliance against the indiscriminate herd. Darcy s and 
Elizabeth's dislike of performing gratuitously, w  e have noted, 
turns out to be a bond between them. Although most readers 
stress the memorable crisis at the Meryton ball w h e n Darcy 
scandalizes the company by his unwillingness to dance with 
anyone except Bingley's sisters, the action at the Lucases' 
party soon afterward more than redeems his "pride," though 
even more than usual in Austen the narrative omits any ex­
plicit interpretation. A subtle refinement of the dance motif in 
the novel's discourse, this scene brings out at once Darcy s first 
attraction to Elizabeth by the discovery of their mutual con­
tempt for the London trend-setters (Sir William Lucas is the 
local Beau Brummel) , metonymically represented by the n e w 
wave of Scottish and Irish dance forms. 
The Lucas party foregrounds masterfully the principal 
dialogue to counter the mindless diversions elsewhere in the 
room. After Elizabeth has been forced by Charlotte to play the 
piano ("pleasing, though by no means capital" [the narrator's 
judgment, but presumably Darcy's and Elizabeth's as well]) 
and to sing a few songs, her sister Mary, "always impatient for 
display" (PP, 25), ostentatiously interrupts the m o o  d estab­
lished by a good attitude in a weak performer: 
Elizabeth, easy and unaffected, had been listened to 
with m u c h more pleasure, though not playing half so 
well; and Mary, at the end of a long concerto, was glad 
to purchase praise and gratitude by Scotch and Irish 
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airs, at the request of her younger sisters, w h  o with 
some of the Lucases and two or three officers joined 
eagerly in dancing at one end of the room. 
M r . Darcy stood near them in silent indig­
nation at such a m o d  e of passing the evening, to 
the exclusion of all conversation, and was too m u c  h 
engrossed by his o w  n thoughts to perceive that Sir 
William Lucas was his neighbour, till Sir William thus 
began. 
"What a charming amusement for young 
people this is, M r . Darcy!—There is nothing like 
dancing after all.—I consider it as one of the first re­
finements of polished societies." 
"Certainly, Sir;—and it has the advantage also 
of being in vogue amongst the less polished societies 
of the world.—Every savage can dance." (PP, 25) 
The narrator renders M r . Darcy s point of view toward Mary's 
pedantic performance and especially the younger Bennet and 
Lucas sisters' capers with the officers "to the exclusion of all 
conversation"; at the same time, moreover, w  e are free to as­
sume that Elizabeth shares his "silent indignation" at this 
noisy exhibitionism and has thus already entered his mind-set. 
But a crux occurs w h e  n Sir William intrudes like 
Polonius upon the melancholy hero, "too m u c h engrossed 
by his o w n thoughts" to be in rhythm with the sham world 
without. The rejoinder "Every savage can dance" cuts right 
through the metaphysical illusions of politesse to the primal 
urges of bodily motion; and even if it is a sign of his excessive 
shyness in public, Darcy s remark is probably not intended as 
an attack on "savages" or on dancing as a recreation. In the 
context of social history, Darcy is witnessing a provincial ver­
sion of the latest fad at Almack's which, besides pretentiously 
aping the folkways of Scotland and Ireland (much like Beau 
Brummel's adoption of the miners' long trousers), is wholly in­
different to the rest of the company and is being performed 
"at one end of the room" by a few individuals. By contrast, 
the traditional country dance could include as m a n  y as thirty 
couples in a long room and allowed both exercise and conver­
sation.20 Whatever thoughts engrossed Darcy at this point will 
be forever unknown: but perhaps E d m u n  d Burke s worst fears 
came to his mind: "All the decent drapery of life is to be rudely 
torn off."21 Besides displaying proud contempt, Darcy ap­
42

Play 
pears from the beginning to resent the disruptive motions that 
threaten to destroy village culture. Sir William Lucas, w h  o has 
grown ashamed of that culture, fully deserves the sarcasm his 
fatuous comment receives. Under the circumstances of the re­
gent's well-known interest in fashions, w h e  n Sir William, fail­
ing to understand the previous remark, only smiles and asks 
whether he dances often at St. James's, Darcy's impatience 
with his fawning interlocutor is comparable to M r  . Bennet's to­
ward Collins: 
"Never, sir. " 
" D o you not think it would be a proper c o m ­
pliment to the place?" 
"It is a compliment which I never pay to any 
place if I can avoid it." (PP, 25-26) 
To judge by the positioning of characters in the scene, this dia­
logue is tete-a-tete; its privacy, however, makes all the more 
grotesque the distance between alazon and eiron. 
Immediately afterward, a third person arrives to join 
forces against the c o m m o  n enemy: Sir William, upon seeing 
Elizabeth moving toward them, attempts to do "a very gallant 
thing" by steering Darcy into dancing with her; the latter 
"with grave propriety requested to be allowed the honour of 
her hand; but in vain" (PP, 26). Free indirect discourse here 
spares the hero some embarrassing verbiage, and w e m a y infer 
Elizabeth's amused recognition of the anomaly. Rather than a 
spiteful return for his proud behavior at the Meryton ball, her 
declining to dance, " M r  . Darcy is all politeness," seems actu­
ally to enhance her role as a kindred spirit opposing the master 
of ceremonies. 
Darcy's gentlemanly behavior here involves a risk that 
usually escapes notice. Given his open attack on any dancing 
that prevents conversation, w h e n w e remember that the music 
in progress calls for the modish reel or jig, his offer to Elizabeth 
shows the pluck of a hero. Later, at Netherfield, it is Miss 
Bingley's turn to be playing as m u c h out of character as the 
bookish Mary, again "a lively Scotch air," which prompts 
Darcy to tease Elizabeth as someone with w h o  m he has al­
ready reached an understanding: 
" D  o not you feel a great inclination, Miss Bennet, to 
seize such an opportunity of dancing a reel?' 
43 
Play 
She smiled, but made no answer. H  e repeated 
the question, with some surprise at her silence. 
" O h !  " said she, "I heard you before; but I 
could not immediately determine what to say in reply. 
You wanted m e  , I know, to say 'Yes,' that you might 
have the pleasure of despising m  y taste; but I always 
delight in overthrowing those kind of schemes, and 
cheating a person of their premeditated contempt. 
I have therefore made up m  y mind to tell you, that I 
do not want to dance a reel at all—and n o  w despise 
m  e if you dare." 
"Indeed I do not dare." (PP, 52) 
Perhaps as her silence implies, Elizabeth m a  y not see the 
connection between the music of the m o m e n  t and the reels 
played at the Lucases' w h e  n she declined to dance with him; 
but doubtless still grateful for her having spared him the or­
deal before, Darcy n o  w assumes an intimacy with her on that 
account. Best of all, for one w h  o abhors any dancing that rules 
out conversation, Elizabeth's witty repartee in the process of 
the music answers his taste exactly. 
Polite conversation, then, supported by the unaffected 
bodily movement of the country dance, is what distinguishes a 
civilized society. Characters, w e know, are valued by what 
they say or by what is said about them; and no matter what 
else they do, they come to us mainly through discourse of 
some kind. Both Darcy and Elizabeth prevail over the other 
characters in the story by the power of their speech; yet they 
would be amiss as English types if they did not perform to­
gether in the country dance.22 
Rather than allegorize moral seriousness over play, 
then, it is more pertinent to Austen's comic aesthetic to grasp 
the characters while they are in motion and at risk in an en­
counter. Against all the self-conscious, deliberate intentions in 
the story, some of the most significant moments reveal the char­
acter swept up in the performance, the dancer at one with the 
dance, and yet feeling a rare intimacy with another. Through 
this bond, discovered in the temporary control over situations 
that play gives, characters stand apart from their peers w h  o 
uncritically accept the everyday world and remain entrapped 
as stereotypes of parody. 
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W h e  n characters play games in Austen'sfiction, w  e 
are led to believe, they m a y be sublimating "real-life" conflicts 
or actually revealing quite serious, even dangerous, intentions 
within the encounter. As w  e ponder their behavior, moreover, 
w e are subscribing to a more fundamental g a m e that the au­
thor has initiated in her parodic text—namely, the metaphor 
of lived experience. In this quixotic reflexivity, as the reader 
watches characters play tricks on other characters, he or she 
forgets about being manipulated within the linguistic frames 
arranged by Austen. Without quite knowing it, once our curi­
osity about the players is aroused, w  e fall into the role of spec­
tators at an event and project our wishes onto the story. 
To begin with, even before the reader himself can be­
come actively engaged with the text, characters are already 
shown to be prying into each other's affairs and thus stirring 
up trouble; and almost at once patterns of discourse are set in 
motion to elicit afinite set of responses a m o n g the actors and 
external witnesses involved. At one level of abstraction, the 
narrative text insinuates itself like a crossword puzzle, provid­
ing just enough information to stir the reader's interest in fill­
ing in the empty spaces. Similarly, the charades in Emma 
function reflexively as a play-within-a-play, imitating in minia­
ture the whole enterprise of constituting the text of the novel. 
In their textual roles, then, narrators /characters intentionally 
or unintentionally speak in fragments—revealing themselves 
sufficiently to attract attention yet all the while concealing 
some part, not merely to keep the story going but because the 
whole story can never be told. In this w a y parody brings us to 
a solipsistic standstill in our efforts to fathom the truth of what 
is said. 
Just as it is the precondition of reading, so desire is 
inherent in the discourse of character. Not surprisingly, there­
fore, novels tend to stress knowledge as the protagonist's goal; 
and to this extent the modern detective story answers a pri­
mary need of realistic fiction. O f Austen's novels, Emma is 
most obviously plotted on the heroine's ignorance of a central 
mystery; and her discovery of the truth coincides, w  e are to 
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understand, with a n e  w self-awareness leading to her o w  n 
engagement to marry. In the other novels some element of 
knowledge is also at stake: Marianne Dashwood comes to see 
that passion is suicidal; Catherine Morland learns the real evil 
of General Tilney's greed; Elizabeth Bennet sees Darcy in a 
n e w light on her visit to Pemberley; Fanny Price comprehends 
the full impact of Mansfield during her exile in Portsmouth; 
and A n n e Elliot finds at last that Wentworth still loves her. 
Knowledge and character development, essentials of the bil­
dungsroman formula, are important to Austen's method; and 
Tory interpretations generally press hard the lessons the er­
rant heroine must learn, as if this didactic gratification itself 
were not part of the author's game plan. 
But in past readings this epistemological emphasis has 
ignored the dialogical text, which articulates the language 
of h u m a n consciousness in a rhythm of desire and boredom 
without end. While one part of the story satisfies the appetite 
for the resolution of conflict, another brings into doubt not 
only the possibility of fulfillment but even the freedom of the 
character engaged in the process of willing. It is this primary 
concern with the state of being that the Austen narrator/char­
acter articulates in one form or another throughout the story. 
Rasselas's d e m a n d , "Give m  e something to desire,' implies 
the fundamental paradox of narrative dynamics: the subject 
cannot exist literally without some intention, and of course the 
subject is no more than a cipher without the reader's prior act 
of conjuring her up from the printed page. As it already ex­
presses a desire, Rasselas's d e m a n  d is tautological; and Imlac's 
moral psychology is in keeping with the quest motif of the ro­
mance: " S o m e desire is necessary to keep life in motion, and 
he, whose real wants are supplied, must admit those of fancy."1 
In practice, however, thefictional subject is no more free to 
choose his terms of desiring than the victim of passion is to al­
ter his feelings.2 
Desire is not merely a theme in, say, Johnson's and 
Austen's texts: it is inextricably woven into the fabric of nar­
rative itself; and some authors call attention to this fact more 
than others, deliberately frustrating the reader's impatience 
for closure. Recent semiotics help to explain the phenomenon: 
Because signs are used to communicate not only a 
finished product, the message, but also the processes 
which m a k  e the ongoing production of that message 
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possible, a text functions m u c  h like a painting, which 
communicates a clearly identifiable narrative m e s  ­
sage, while also displaying the diacritical marks of that 
message all across the canvas without allowing a clear 
distinction of what is form and what is substance.3 
If the distinction between tenor and vehicle is illusory, 
Blanchard further points out, the dual structure of showing 
and telling, axiomatic in any representational theory, no longer 
obtains; instead of a single, unified text imaging an original, 
authoritative consciousness, narrative reveals the usual va­
garies of overlapping codes and omissions intrinsic to speech. 
Programmed within an eroticfield, characters some­
times emerge to reflect on the tenuous source of their being 
and even to complain of their textual fate, as in D o  n Quixote's 
allusions to the evil enchanter (the author) w h o holds him in 
thrall: "I a m in love, for no other reason than that it is incum­
bent on knights-errant to be so. "4 Austen's parodic narrators 
take a similar predeterministic stance toward their subject. 
Marianne Dashwood is duty bound as sentimental heroine, w  e 
are told, to match feelings to her situation and "would have 
thought herself very inexcusable had she been able to sleep 
at all thefirst night after parting from Willoughby" (SS, 83). 
By contrast, opposing texts jostle for control of Catherine 
Morlands mind: 
Whether she thought of him so m u c h , while she 
drank her w a r m wine and water, and prepared herself 
for bed, as to dream of him w h e n there, cannot be as­
certained; but I hope it was no more than in a slight 
slumber, or a morning doze at most; for if it be true, as 
a celebrated writer has maintained, that no young 
lady can be justified in falling in love before the gentle­
man's love is declared, it must be very improper that 
a young lady should dream of a gentleman before 
the gentleman isfirst k n o w  n to have dreamt of her. 
(NA, 29-30) 
Although "falling in love" is an attitude imitative of romance 
and is thus inevitably suspect, not all language of undying de­
votion is insincere simply because it has been used before; in­
deed, as Thackeray recognized,5 there are conditions w h e  n 
acting a role becomes identical with the role itself, w h e n all 
the world becomes truly a stage. In another context, free indi­
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rect discourse obviates the lovers standard aria and thereby 
communicates deep feeling without any hint of posturing. 
W h a t matters is Anne Elliots heartfelt reception of his words: 
O f what he had then written, nothing was to be re­
tracted or qualified. He persisted in having loved 
none but her. She had never been supplanted. He 
never even believed himself to see her equal. Thus 
much indeed he was obliged to acknowledge—that he 
had been constant unconsciously, nay unintention­
ally; that he had meant to forget her, and believed it 
to be done. He had imagined himself indifferent, 
when he had only been angry; and he had been unjust 
to her merits, because he had been a sufferer from 
them. Her character was now fixed on his mind as 
perfection itself, maintaining the loveliest medium, of 
fortitude and gentleness. (P, 241; m  y emphasis) 
Wentworth's actual speech at the time m a y have been the out­
pouring of the individual soul, and nothing in the passage 
raises doubts about his sincerity; but it also belongs to a literary 
type, a category of the lover's discourse that Roland Barthes 
identifies as "The Intractable."6 
Love is more a situation than a sentiment; and in 
Austen the situation is nearly always triangular, mediated 
through a variety of rival claims on the protagonists. Although 
characters appear to m o v e at random and undergo encounters 
by happenstance, even the everyday world turns out to be 
regulated by kinetic contraries. Despite the illusions of the 
m o m e n t  , therefore, desire is not free and unconditional; rather, 
as characters discover by hindsight, it arises from certain op­
posing tensions in discourse, subject to no higher authority 
than the laws of motion. As w  e see in the same context quoted 
above, for instance, Wentworth frankly acknowledges the im­
pact a rival has in enhancing his desire for Anne in the last 
hours before his declaration: 
She had not mistaken him. Jealousy of M r . Elliot had 
been the retarding weight, the doubt, the torment. 
That had begun to operate in the very hour of first 
meeting her in Bath; that had returned, after a short 
suspension, to ruin the concert; and that had influ­
enced him in every thing he had said and done, or 
omitted to say and do, in the last four-and-twenty 
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hours. It had been gradually yielding to the better 
hopes which her looks, or words, or actions occasion­
ally encouraged; it had been vanquished at last by 
those sentiments and those tones which had reached 
him while she talked with Captain Harville; and under 
the irresistible governance of which he had seized a 
sheet of paper, and poured out his feelings. (P, 241) 
In this passage, rendered entirely in free indirect discourse, 
emotion is found to be the work of the m o m e n t , a product of 
energy generated from impetus and resistance, tension and 
release. Despite the "serious" tone of this confession, more­
over, the mechanical forces involved are reminiscent of Pope's 
epigrammatic style: 
W h e n bold Sir Plume had drawn Clarissa d o w n , 
Chloe stept in, and kill'd him with a Frown; 
She smil'd to see the doughty Hero slain, 
But at her Smile, the Beau reviv'd again.7 
Again, the parodic disclosure of character, with all itsfinite de­
pendence on signs for its existence, operates uneasily with the 
narrative presentation of a moral consciousness, free and un­
conditioned. But it is this peculiar contradictory sense of char­
acter that is distinctive of Austen's comic art. 
Because it is most outspokenly "French" in spirit, 
a fulfillment of the promise shown already in Lady Susan, 
Emma is our set piece for the interpretation of desire in Austen. 
Daring in its untrammeled will-to-power, the narrative of self 
here moves through one situation after another in an amoral 
dialectic usually embraced by the villainous characters in the 
other novels and openly avowed by the Crawfords. As in 
the other novels where the triangular situation culminates in 
an ordeal testing the heroine's strength to surrender her de­
sire, E m m  a must suffer pain and humiliation before she at­
tains the pleasure of at last dominating her world; but she dif­
fers from all the other Austen heroines in having a voice in her 
world from the outset. 
From the analysis of the magnitude and direction of 
desire in Emma our inquiry turns to the "body language" of 
desire, mainly references to food and drink as signs of inten­
tionality. Generally speaking, Austen places a Fieldingesque 
emphasis upon the appetite as a measure of good or bad na­
ture, as well as of good or bad physical health; and though the 
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motif of food appears in the earliest novels, it is most symbolic 
in Mansfield Park and Emma. As the opening metaphor in 
Tom Jones suggests, the reader's primary role is to cannibalize 
the character, to taste his h u m o r directly on the palate after 
the narrator-chef has dressed it: " w e shall represent H u m a  n 
Nature at first to the keen Appetite of our Reader, in that more 
plain and simple Manner in which it is found in the Country, 
and shall hereafter hash and ragoo it with all the high French 
and Italian Seasoning of Affectation and Vice which Courts and 
Cities afford."8 Processing the text, to extend the metaphor, 
incorporates language emotively, just as eating food incorpo­
rates the object into the self: appetite and consuming (tasting, 
mastication) are primary impulses, whereas critical judgment, 
the finesse of comparison, is secondary. 
In contrast to desire, which is verbally structured on 
social relations, appetite, often to our embarrassment, is a 
basically visceral, nonsituational, and nonverbal urge of the 
body. Neither wish-making nor hunger is entirely subject 
to the conscious will, however, but is partly autonomous in 
the character's emotional life. It is such blind forces within the 
"real-life" encounter that Austen recognizes in her intriguing 
phrase "the work of a m o m e n t , " a sudden release of energy 
after a period of tension that m a  y seal the character's fate with­
out further ado. Textually these moments lie beyond the mar­
gins of words and are represented as interruptions—silence. 
Without some fragmentation of the character's speech there is 
no apparent energy behind the words. O  f course, not all in­
stances of fragmentation are indubitable proof of "real feeling" 
but m a y simply indicate mindlessness, as in M r s . Allen's ner­
vous ejaculations by the window (NA, 60) or in M r  . Elton's 
feeble attempt to defend E m m a '  s portrait of Harriet (£, 48). 
Hence , by a tactical shift in narrative direction, the parodic 
voice not only signals the artificiality of representing the self 
but also the inadequacy of words to convey the lived self. 
1. Emma in Love 
Emma is probably the most Gallic novel in English, 
imbued with the acuity of La Rochefoucauld, Diderot, and 
Laclos, even to the extent of warping the rural English into 
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caricatures of plain dealers, vulnerable to the sly cynicism 
from across La Manche. It is not Austen's particular attitudes 
toward French culture that matter, however, but rather the 
convenience of this intertextual locus for a discourse on the 
radical egoism of desire called for in her undercutting of ro­
mantic situations. O n e announced game within the narrative 
concerns getting the heroine to fall in love the way attractive 
young w o m e  n are supposed to do w h e  n courted by attrac­
tive young m e n  ; and, given the strategies of the interlopers in 
the story, only the exertion of a penetrating intelligence (emu­
lating the author's and external reader's)—and of course the 
happenstance that conditions any moment—will preserve her 
from her predicted textual fate. Mary Crawford's jocular re­
mark that selfishness needs to be forgiven because it is in­
curable (MP, 68) ignores, to be sure, the positive alternatives 
of egoism often borne out by Fanny w h o  , besides exercising 
prudence, also feels compassion toward those w h  o deserve it. 
In contrast to Fanny, E m m  a Woodhouse seems to have every­
thing in her favor for the pursuit of happiness; and at times her 
self-esteem amounts to Mary's version of egoism. If Fanny's 
project is to become important to someone, E m m a ' s is no less 
than that of being "first. ' The converse of Fanny in physical 
health, emotional temperament, social privilege, and worldly 
ambition, E m m  a nonetheless must undergo the same struggle 
for self-esteem in an environment felt to be competitive and 
often hostile; and whatever the advantage of her material c o m  ­
fort, she lacks her little predecessor's flawless judgment of 
others, which isfinally the self's best defense. Yet despite her 
quixotic fantasies involving others, she is surprisingly accurate 
in assessing her o w n state of mind—at least more so than M r . 
Knightley ever perceives. His project toward the heroine, 
moreover, ironically parallels Henry Crawford's toward Fanny: 
"I should like to see E m m a in love, and in some doubt of a 
return; it would do her good" (£, 41). H e is wrong, w e know, 
in suspecting Frank Churchill to be the one to make her fall in 
love; and for all his perspicacity in the many offices he per­
forms in the community, right down to the m o m e n t of his pro­
posal to E m m  a he underestimates his o w n hold over her 
mind. In many ways E m m a ' s selfishness is no more than her 
effort to be assertive as an individual, free from his authority; 
and the momentous events in Highbury are usually beyond 
her control. 
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Despite the narrator's introductory judgments of the 
heroine, E m m a '  s situation from the beginning is anything but 
secure, as her behavior subsequently implies: her dependence 
on her father and her competitiveness with M r  . Knightley, her 
hatred of Jane Fairfax and Miss Bates, her vicarious pleasure 
as matchmaker, and her continual anxiety over social class. The 
project of being "first' entails at once a sufficient degree of 
self-esteem and a belief in the inferiority of the other, and to 
her credit E m m  a often has the honesty to admit her failure to 
meet these requirements. Even in moments of euphoric ego­
ism, moreover, E m m  a appears uneasy that her o w  n ambitions 
contradict the Woodhouse ideal offixed hereditary order. 
Her pervasive concern with social rank, reflected 
throughout the narrative, leads inevitably to making Miss 
Bates the pharmakos of the action. As Northrop Frye explains 
this ritual scapegoat: "The pharmakos is neither innocent nor 
guilty. H e is innocent in the sense that what happens to him 
is far greater than anything he has done provokes, like the 
mountaineer whose shout brings d o w n an avalanche. H e is 
guilty in the sense that he is a m e m b e  r of a guilty society, or 
living in a world where such injustices are an inescapable part 
of existence. "9 The pressure for something like E m m a ' s vio­
lence to Miss Bates that fateful day at Box Hill had been 
mounting from the outset of the story: " E m m  a could not re­
sist" (£, 370); and notwithstanding M r  . Knightley s lecture on 
h o  w she should comport herself toward the pitiable old maid, 
the trauma of this scene surpasses anything the hero, heroine, 
or narrator can formulate in language. 
According to Bernard Paris, the irresistible pressure 
involved her dislike of Miss Bates for constantly lauding Jane, 
her fear of being associated with the lower elements of her so­
ciety, her hatred of the w o m a  n for being too good-natured and 
silly, and for being a spinster burdened with a senile mother 
and yet apparently content in spite of it, approving of every­
thing and everyone indiscriminately.10 But to invoke Johnson's 
Hobbesian point (in Rambler no. 166) about the dangers of ob­
sequiousness in receiving charity,11 Miss Bates clearly brings 
the violence on herself by talking too m u c h about gratitude, an 
interpretation that will be elaborated upon in m  y fourth chap­
ter. Briefly stated, a lack of self-esteem is universally con­
temptible, whether in the giver or in the receiver. It goes 
without saying that all this anxious discourse on patronage and 
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subordination reflects the unsettling effects of the n e  w eco­
nomic and political order that accompanied the French Revo­
lution and the Napoleonic Wars. 
A youthful urge to be free of a tiresome society is 
enough to account for E m m a '  s abhorrence of Miss Bates, but 
the poor woman's obsessive speeches only m a k e matters worse 
by reflecting embarrassingly on the giver/receiver roles in 
egoistically motivated charity. E m m  a especially resents the 
woman's fulsome gratitude and even mimics her manner (£, 
225), as does the narrator, eliciting the reader's o w  n aggres­
sions toward the scapegoat. Again, the situation automatically 
generates responses from the various participants in the en­
counter. Knightley's reprimand, however, implies that one is 
free to feel sympathy w h e n called upon: "She is poor; she has 
sunk from the comforts she was born to; and, if she live to old 
age, must probably sink more. Her situation should secure 
your compassion" (£, 375). But in spite of this lofty instruc­
tion, E m m a is not free to choose the appropriate emotions for 
the circumstance, especially since as a w o m a  n it is her burden, 
after all, to have to enter into conversation with this garrulous 
fool. The pride of the moment had possessed her. 
Although the narrator informs us that E m m  a "was very 
compassionate; and the distresses of the poor were as sure of 
relief from her personal attention and kindness, her counsel 
and her patience, as from her purse" (E, 86), the heroine's dia­
logue with Harriet immediately after visiting the sick cottagers 
reads like an antidote to the modish sentimentalism: "If w  e feel 
for the wretched, enough to do all w  e can for them, the rest is 
empty sympathy, only distressing to ourselves" (£, 87). Her 
delight at seeing M r  . Elton on his way to the same poor family 
drives h o m  e again the eighteenth-century moralists' stress on 
the superior pleasures of giving as opposed to those of re­
ceiving: "'To fall in with each other on such an errand as this,' 
thought E m m a  ; 'to meet in a charitable scheme; this will bring a 
great increase of love on each side. I should not wonder if it 
were to bring on the declaration" (E, 87-88). The meditation is 
self-serving and m a d e at the expense of the poor as well as of the 
imagined lovers. To be fair, however, except for some reli­
giously inspired selflessness, the alternative to this crisply 
rational "scheme" is the maudlin discourse on the poor that 
Austen shunned. Whatever the actual feelings involved, muddled 
as they must be over such a hopelessly vague and perennial 
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evil, there is a language commensurate with what one can do to 
alter real circumstances. Furthermore, if her tone seems glib 
on this occasion, E m m  a at other moments is sincere enough to 
send the "whole hind-quarter" of the Hartfield porker to the 
Bateses' without consulting her father beforehand (E, 172); and 
the "child from the cottage, setting out, according to orders, 
with her pitcher, to fetch broth from Hartfield" (E, 88) also 
testifies to her genuine charity, comparable to M r  . Knightley's 
o w n quiet ministry. Mute actions, rather than banal senti­
ments, are the best evidence of charitable feelings. Thus his 
lecture on her duty to the poor was hardly necessary; what is 
more to the point is whether anyone in E m m a '  s situation could 
honestly avoid expressing contempt for Miss Bates. In an un­
usually probing conversation Harriet herself ventured the com­
parison between E m m  a and Miss Bates: 
"That is as formidable an image as you could present, 
Harriet; and if I thought I should ever be like Miss 
Bates! so silly—so satisfied—so smiling—so pros­
ing—so undistinguishing and unfastidious—and so 
apt to tell every thing relative to every body about 
m e  , I would marry to-morrow. But between us, I a m 
convinced there never can be any likeness, except in 
being unmarried." 
"But still, you will be an old maid! and that's 
so dreadful!" 
"Never mind, Harriet, I shall not be a poor 
old maid; and it is poverty only which makes celibacy 
contemptible to a generous public!" (£, 84-85) 
As E m m  a goes on about the crucial difference between being a 
single w o m a n with means and one without, her vindictiveness 
toward Miss Bates is clear-cut ("she is only too good natured 
and too silly to suit m e  " [E, 85]) and yet guarded at the same 
time: "Poverty certainly has not contracted her mind: I really 
believe, if she had only a shilling in the world, she would be 
very likely to give away sixpence of it; and nobody is afraid of 
her: that is a great charm" (£, 85). It is a strange concession for 
E m m  a to make  , the most positive ever in the story, after 
ridiculing her enemy's behavior; and she m a  y indeed fear 
some likeness between themselves other than in being unmar­
ried. Whatever the hidden motives, E m m  a cannot exercise 
the requisite charity unless she is confident that her wealth 
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distinguishes her from the poor w o m a n  ; and Knightley never 
recognizes this instability. 
E m m a '  s situation resembles that described by Stend­
hal, w h  o explored the structure of egoism against the cata­
clysmic changes of the Napoleonic era and identified the stock 
character of the vaniteux. Raised by sycophants w h  o had flat­
tered him into the belief that he should be happier than others, 
the vaniteux enters the world with a metaphysical handicap: 
"It is because the vaniteux feels the emptiness mentioned in 
Ecclesiastes growing inside him that he takes refuge in shallow 
behavior and imitation. Because he cannot face his nothing­
ness he throws himself on Another w h o seems to be spared by 
the curse. "12 If in orthodox Christian morality pride and vanity 
are illusory states produced by a turning away from G o d and a 
withdrawing into the self, the major European novelists from 
Stendhal to Proust, as Girard states, have shown that the con­
trary conditions of other-directedness are imitative to the 
extreme of self-abandonment known as bovaryism.13 While 
E m m  a Woodhouse's possessive desire m a  y culminate only in 
painful embarrassment in contrast to E m m  a Bovary's suicidal 
narcissism, both characters nevertheless experience the need 
to transcend their circumscribed conditions ("so absolutely 
fixed, in the same place" [E, 143]) and to seek escape in a 
mediator of some kind. If E m m  a Bovary is shown to have read 
the wrong material for dealing with the everyday situations, 
E m m  a Woodhouse is no less romantically inclined w h e n it 
comes to "reading" the movements of others. Her fantasy of 
Jane Fairfax's erotic link with M r  . Dixon, for instance, plays 
upon the conventional triadic arrangement of romantic passion. 
Perhaps the clearest tie between the two E m m a  s is 
their bourgeois malaise of snobbism. The antithesis of good 
citizenship, snobbery is, ironically, a problem arising from a 
more or less egalitarian society, where class distinctions no 
longer protect the individual from the anxiety of status: sig­
nificantly, the age of the prince regent and Beau Brummell 
abounded with controversy over dress and manners.14 The 
faithful medieval mind, absorbed with the vanity of h u m a n 
existence, could look upward to the divine mediator for deliv­
erance; after the collapse of the ancien regime, the desiring 
subject was reduced to making a god of others in the finite 
world while still condemned to self-contempt. Since the m e  ­
diator was no longer divine but merely possessed of some in­
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tangible social advantages like nobility, the snob was likely to 
hate himself in the person imitated: "Hatred is individualistic. 
It nourishes fiercely the illusion of an absolute difference 
between the Self and that Other from which nothing sepa­
rates it."15 
Deprived of the means of skirting this illusion, E m m  a 
tacitly shares her father's phobia toward social mobility in prin­
ciple; and like Mrs . Elton's Maple Grove snobbery, E m m a ' s 
resentment of any aspirant among the middle ranks contra­
dicts the same ambitious individualism which both w o m e  n 
endorse for themselves. Their emulation of M r  . Knightley 
is symptomatic: while Mrs . Elton tries to vulgarize him by 
breaching decorum of address, thus pretending an unwar­
ranted familiarity, E m m  a values him all the more as a role 
model by keeping him on a pedestal for the public to admire at 
a distance. Despite the wishful thinking embodied in the 
comic plot, whichfinally assigns appropriate places to the vari­
ous female contenders, there is a lingering suspicion to the 
very end that not even an exemplary gentleman like M r  . 
Knightley can protect the social hierarchy from the egalitarian 
rhetoric, on the one hand, and from the elitist overreaching of 
the nouveau riche, on the other.16 
E m m a '  s disapproval of Robert Martin for being a 
farmer, of the Coles for their former connections in "trade" 
(her father refuses their invitation on the grounds of his health 
and M r  . Cole's temperament, but clearly it is the presumption 
of upstarts that bothers him most), of Mrs . Goddard for being 
merely a teacher, and of Miss Bates for having nothing but the 
m e m o r  y of her clergyman father, shows her o w  n dread of the 
second- and third-rate; simultaneously, it betrays her o w  n lack 
of a clear identity in this society. A  n exception to this behavior 
is her kindness toward M r . Weston and an attractive loyalty to 
the w o m a n w h o married him; nevertheless, in later scenes she 
privately resents his indiscriminate affability. 
Throughout this story the language of desire is e m  ­
phatically based on difference and hierarchy. M r  . Elton's pro­
posal shocks E m m  a into evaluating her present status as the 
heiress of thirty thousand pounds: "Perhaps it was not fair to 
expect him to feel h o w very m u c h he was her inferior in tal­
ent, and all the elegancies of mind. The very want of such 
equality might prevent his perception of it; but he must know 
that in fortune and consequence she was greatly his superior" 
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(E, 136). Though acknowledging the inferiority of her talent to 
Jane's, whose social life otherwise seems predetermined to fall 
well below hers, E m m  a needs everything at her disposal to 
condemn Elton's presumptuous claim on her. In the midst of 
what the narrator terms her "raving, " however, is the impor­
tant revelation that the Woodhouses stem from the "younger 
branch' of an old family, that Hartfield is only a "notch " in the 
Donwell Abbey estate, and that "their fortune, from other 
sources," [that is, from trade] m a d e them "scarcely secondary 
to Donwell Abbey itself, in every other kind of consequence." 
Scarcely secondary, but secondary nonetheless! Not fully ap­
parent to the heroine is her deep-seated rivalry with the hero 
on account of his greater power derived from family, fortune, 
talent, and male prerogative, even as she paradoxically upholds 
his standards for her o w  n strivings. In spite of her outward 
self-assurance, therefore, E m m  a yearns with other womanly 
aspirants, including Mrs . Elton and Mrs . Churchill, to find 
the means of her o w n personal legitimacy in a man's power 
structure; and the consequence is her neurotic fear of bearing 
any resemblance to a disturbingly nimble, if impoverished, 
old maid. 
Implicit in the dynamics of desire is a falling-off of 
energy, w h e n the mind becomes temporarily depressed by 
nothing to wish for; and, again, the character must exert her­
self if only to prevent redundancy and oblivion. The failure of 
the Box Hill scheme, in sharp contrast to the brief happiness 
attained at the Crown Inn ball, is simply a m o m e n t of truth 
revealing the spiritual anarchy of the Highbury world, which 
threatens to sink under its o w  n ennui; and not even the auda­
cious gamesters can stem the contagion: "Atfirst it was d o w n ­
right dulness to E m m a  . She had never seen Frank Churchill 
so silent and stupid. H  e said nothing worth hearing—looked 
without seeing—admired without intelligence—listened with­
out knowing what she said. While he was so dull, it was no w o n ­
der that Harriet should be dull likewise, and they were both 
insufferable" (£, 367). 
Since blaming Churchill for Harriet's dullness only 
shows h o  w far afield E m m a '  s perception can stray, a moralist 
might take the view that this ennui is an evil of egoism and 
that the hero's stoic rationalism provides immunity from this 
disease. Thus Mrs . Weston's earlier remark could serve as the 
norm here: "I do not think M r . Knightley would be m u c h dis­
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turbed by Miss Bates. Little things do not irritate him" (E, 
225-26). Yet elsewhere E m m a ' s mind can also be provident 
toward little things, and without any assistance from Knightley. 
While waiting for Harriet to finish her purchases at Ford's, 
E m m  a converts all the trivial activities outside the door into 
a picturesque townscape: " A mind lively and at ease, can do 
with seeing nothing, and can see nothing that does not an­
swer" (E, 233). But neither reason nor the imagination can 
save E m m  a from the paucity of objects to contemplate on that 
particular day; the very necessity of mingling with unwanted 
company has a claustrophobic effect, forcing her into aggres­
sive speech for release. Until this m o m e n t  , access to her hos­
tile feelings was mainly the privilege of the dilatory Harriet or 
of the narrator. As her o w n recommendation to Frank Churchill 
on self-command (E, 364) assures us, E m m  a knows painfully 
well her duty at Box Hill but cannot resist her attack anyway. 
E m m  a is not to blame, however, for the ennui that 
brought on the offending words. At Donwell the day before, 
w  e recall, not even M r  . Knightley sflawless hospitality could 
prevent the comic world from falling apart; and E m m a '  s most 
enjoyable m o m e n t was spent alone in reverie over a pastoral, 
harmonious world: "It was a sweet view—sweet to the eye and 
the mind. English verdure, English culture, English comfort, 
seen under a sun bright, without being oppressive' (E, 360). 
This is the daytime equivalent to Fanny Price's nocturnal re­
pose by the window, away from the madding crowd; thus, 
rather than polar opposites, both heroines respond to the "lux­
ury of silence" (MP, 278) and to the "comfort of being some­
times alone" (E, 363). 
In another context, for instance in Marianne Dash-
wood's narcissistic moods, Austen might have invoked Johnson 
on activity as therapy against the insatiable desires spawned in 
solitude and idleness; but E m m  a is no solipsistic dreamer and 
attempts to carry out her social duties. Lacking the oppor­
tunity of private indulgence in the scenery at Box Hill, a plea­
sure that seems unaccountably lost on the others, she enters 
the play of conversation as a modus vivendi to cope with 
the existential emptiness felt from the beginning of the day. 
E m m a ' s problem here is not self-deception, nor is it an un­
critical love of games, but rather the disturbing absence of a 
saving illusion: "She laughed because she was disappointed; 
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and though she liked him [Churchill] for his attentions, and 
thought them all, whether in friendship, admiration, or play­
fulness, extremely judicious, they were not winning back her 
heart" (£, 368). In the predicament of having nothing to de­
sire, E m m  a resorts to a familiar aristocratic text, to erotic play, 
"glad to be enlivened" (368) for the m o m e n t by imagining 
(self-consciously) her part as female libertine, with Miss Bates 
as the prescribed petit bourgeois victim of her wit. It was 
Mary Crawford's predicament as well; but E m m a  , in contrast, 
shares Fanny's concern, if not her talent, for feeling the e m o  ­
tion appropriate to the situation. 
N  o matter that the plot's didactic contour requires it, 
E m m a ' s humiliation by Knightley's rebuke discloses yet an­
other French text in her erotic pleasure derived from pain. 
Despite the requirement by the Protestant ethic of a conver­
sion, her visceral hatred of Miss Bates remains constant to the 
end of the novel; and her real change of heart appears mainly 
in the mediating friendship formed with Jane Fairfax after her 
discovery of the engagement, a friendship anticipated at vari­
ous moments in the heroine's consciousness earlier in the 
story. W h a  t is most significant about the energy released in 
this encounter, however, is that M r  . Knightley's angry words 
arouse a n e  w feeling in her that neither she nor the narrator 
ever interprets: the thrill of being punished. As long as she can 
remain detached, E m m a '  s relationships with others, w h e  n not 
merely boring, involve mainly vicarious pleasure. Harriet, for 
instance, is a delightful plaything, a "walking companion," 
perhaps a David Hamilton daydream, with "those soft blue 
eyes and all those natural graces" (E, 23). But in contrast to 
her usual lackadaisical interest in others, E m m a '  s response to 
M r  . Knightley's wrath is passionate—a rare feeling of ecstasy, 
a complete surrender of the self to the other on the model of 
Christian agape: 
In this ecstatic love, then, w  e are far from egocentric 
love. The lover has no thought of himself, except that 
he would willingly give his all for the other. Secondly, 
this love is almost a dark passion; it is a fire and a 
w o u n d ; it is violent and sacrificial; it cares nothing for 
reason, because it is a madness and a rapture, and 
lastly it has no ulterior purpose; it seeks no reward; 
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love is the end and consummation. Love, therefore, 
of this kind is above all; it looks outside itself to an­
other person, and it is beyond reason and nature.17 
The "wound" inflicted drives her on a mission of "penitence" 
to Miss Bates; and during Knightley s farewell before going to 
London she experiences something akin to rapture (a word 
usually bracketed in Austen's text for feelings imitative of ro­
mantic texts) at his slightest gesture of approval: 
—It seemed as if there were an instantaneous impres­
sion in her favour, as if his eyes received the truth 
from hers, and all that had passed of good in her feel­
ings were at once caught and honoured.—He looked 
at her with a glow of regard. She was warmly grati­
fied—and in another m o m e n t still more so, by a little 
movement of more than c o m m o n friendliness on his 
part.—He took her hand;—whether she had not her­
self mad  e the first motion, she could not say—she 
might, perhaps, have rather offered it—but he took 
her hand, pressed it, and certainly was on the point of 
carrying it to his lips—when, from some fancy or 
other, he suddenly let it go. (£, 385-86) 
There are few scenes anywhere in Austen that come as close to 
depicting the heroine's utter trust in the male counterpart, 
without the least hint of ridicule, as this one of unfulfilled de­
sire. Although oblivious to the fact, M r  . Knightley, in contrast 
to Henry Crawford's experiment on Fanny, has succeeded in 
his project of making E m m  a fall in love and be in doubt of 
having it returned. 
The violence of this encounter has unleashed n e w en­
ergies and refined the heroine's awareness of herself as a sex­
ual being through reference to quasi-religious texts on suffer­
ing and humiliation. E m m  a Woodhouse, of course, is not 
E m m  a Bovary; and it m a  y be that she is simply exaggerating 
her guilt and indulging in masochistic dreams as an alternative 
to the ultimate crisis of Box Hill, the utter dearth of eros at the 
moment  . Having savored this frightening experience of ritual 
bondage, however, she readily snaps back to her former self 
and overcompensates for her brief defeat by dreams of gran­
deur, feeling most in c o m m a n  d of events just before discover­
ing Harriet s love for Knightley. Armed with the knowledge of 
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Jane's and Frank's engagement, she mitigates her anger at 
having been used by considering what the news will mean for 
"Harriet, poor Harriet!"—now presumably reduced to the 
carrion of dark passion. Furthermore, though having been 
duped all along by Churchill, she takes comfort in the thought 
that her vainflirtation had given her real power over Jane: 
" — E m m  a could n o w imagine w h y her o w n attentions had 
been slighted. This discovery laid many smaller matters open. 
N  o doubt it had been from jealousy.—In Jane's eyes she had 
been a rival; and well might any thing she could offer of assis­
tance or regard be repulsed" (E, 403). 
E m m  a is an imaginist, as many readers have said, but 
the narrative only superficially declares her need of abandon­
ing this talent. O  n the contrary, she emulates her author's o w  n 
intertextuality as she "reads' Jane's story. M o c  k heroic meta­
phors of torture imply all the sadism of imagining the Gothic 
heroine's writhing agonies: " A  n airing in the Hartfield carriage 
would have been the rack, and arrow-root from the Hartfield 
storeroom must have been poison" (E, 403). It was only a pass­
ing thought; but nevertheless, to the narrator's secret delight, 
it could not be stifled. The next sentence weighs the degree of 
power gained by her newfound knowledge against the quan­
tity of charity to be allotted to either Jane or Harriet under the 
circumstances: "She understood it all; and as far as her mind 
could disengage itself from the injustice and selfishness of 
angry feelings, she acknowledged that Jane Fairfax would have 
neither elevation nor happiness beyond her desert. But poor 
Harriet was such an engrossing charge! There was little sym­
pathy to be spared for any body else' (E, 403). As if rewound 
all the more tightly after her momentary selflessness and de­
pendence, E m m a '  s ego glories in the knowledge of the secret 
engagement and its apparently dire consequences for her 
protegee. 
While deriving self-esteem from her exclusive grasp of 
events ("She understood it all"), E m m  a can rise to being chari­
table toward her rivals; but with the return of self-contempt at 
Harriet's traumatic declaration, she loses control and suffers 
the deepest jealousy ever. Like Victor Frankenstein confront­
ing the monster of his o w  n creation, E m m  a panics at the meta­
morphosis of the sweet, docile, and selfless object into a dis­
criminating judge of gentlemen, w h  o repeats the very words 
of an earlier lesson on the differences between a farmer and 
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a m a  n of quality. N o w  , in imitation of other Austen heroines, 
strength in defeat is all that E m m  a can hope for as she endures 
Harriets detailed account of her romance with Knightley until 
they are happily interrupted by M r  . Woodhouse's entrance; 
but after all the compression of outward demeanor, w h e  n fi­
nally alone, "this was the spontaneous burst of E m m a '  s feel­
ings: ' O h God! that I had never seen her!'" (E, 411). At this 
point one m a  y surmise that she actually regrets Harriet's re­
covery from the "putrid sore throat." N o  w that the distance in 
triangular desire has dangerously narrowed and brought the 
three participants almost face to face, there is no brooking the 
usurper ("there would be no need of compassion to the girl 
w h  o believed herself loved by M r  . Knightley"). 
Whatever her personal loss in this matter, E m m  a re­
sorts to a snobbish elevation of the beloved to vindicate her 
hatred of the rival; and the whole reverie is in free indirect 
discourse: 
M r  . Knightley and Harriet Smith!—It was an union 
to distance every wonder of the kind.—The attach­
ment of Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax became 
commonplace, threadbare, stale in the comparison, 
exciting no surprise, presenting no disparity, affording 
nothing to be said or thought.—Mr. Knightley and 
Harriet Smith!—Such an elevation on her side! Such 
a debasement on his!—It was horrible to E m m  a to 
think h o w it must sink him in the general opinion, 
to foresee the smiles, the sneers, the merriment it 
would prompt at his expense; the mortification and 
disdain of his brother, the thousand inconveniences to 
himself. (E, 413) 
Aside from her obvious rivalry with her female charge, E m m  a 
dreads the possibility that the m a  n she had always admired 
from a sexual distance, without the threatening necessity 
of marriage in adult life, should stumble into the mill of the 
conventional and deprive her of further imitative desire: his 
sterling class is her only assurance of that "absolute difference" 
to distinguish herself from the second- and third-rate. Her 
eventual sympathy with Jane, however, shows a liberal im­
pulse that contradicts this obsession with hierarchy and as­
sures us that the sentiments toward Harriet are greatly dis­
torted by jealousy. 
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A major twist to this novel, nevertheless, is its refusal 
to b o  w to conventional plot solutions to restore a neat equi­
librium between the heroine and her rival. Characters have no 
way of escaping the "evil of their situation." If E m m a ' s feelings 
toward Harriet immediately after the fateful discovery are un­
relievedly selfish, they do not improve even after Knightley's 
proposal abruptly allays her worst fears. U p o  n his spontaneous 
words of love, E m m a '  s immediate reaction is to gloat over her 
enemy's defeat: "to see . . . that Harriet was nothing; that she 
was every thing herself" (£, 430). With a perverse gush of 
egotism, she hugs herself for not having revealed to him the 
truth about Harriet's error: "there was time also to rejoice that 
Harriet's secret had not escaped her, and to resolve that it 
need not and should not." Although her self-esteem had en­
abled her to take a charitable view of Jane's fortune, here it 
requires a persistent rejection of Harriet as a friend because 
of the imagined rivalry between them. While listening to 
Knightley's proposal, E m m  a can think only of Harriet's demise 
and her o w  n determination to withhold any assistance: "for as 
to any of that heroism of sentiment which might have prompted 
her to entreat him to transfer his affection from herself to 
Harriet, as infinitely the most worthy of the two . . . E m m  a 
had it not" (E, 431). Then, in a parody of religious sacrifice, 
which warns us against taking too seriously the whole business 
of the heroine's moral reform: "She felt for Harriet, with pain 
and with contrition; but noflight of generosity run m a d , op­
posing all that could be probable or reasonable, entered her 
brain" (£, 431). As in the conjunction of Mars and Venus, sex­
ual love is warfare; and the narrative leaves few doubts about 
h o w deeply felt were the "pain' and "contrition" for her van­
quished enemy. 
Although from this stage on Harriet is merely "dead 
weight" to E m m a  , a continually irksome reminder of past 
errors, the former is still full of surprises: for instance, her 
quick return to Robert Martin ("it really was too m u c h to hope 
even of Harriet, that she could be in love with more than three 
m e  n in one year" [E, 450]); and the discovery of her humble 
origins ("The stain of illegitimacy, unbleached by nobility or 
wealth, would have been a stain indeed" (£, 428]). Hence, as 
E m m a ' s self-esteem reaches n e w heights by the end of the 
story: " — T h e intimacy between her and E m m  a must sink; 
their friendship must change into a calmer sort of good will; 
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and, fortunately, what ought to be, and must be, seemed al­
ready beginning, and in the most gradual, natural manner" 
(E, 482). A question never raised in the text is whether E m m  a 
would ever have gone so far as to become engaged had it not 
been for Harriet's misapprehension of M r . Knightley's love; in 
any case, the heroine is too caught up in the mechanics of tri­
angular desire to see that her power over the rival has obvi­
ated her former detachment. E m m a '  s ego n o  w depends pre­
cariously upon M r . Knightley's favor, and the alternative is 
too frightening to contemplate—an utter void equivalent to 
death. 
In view of her entrapment in the text, therefore, 
E m m  a could readily say, with D o  n Quixote, that she is in love 
because it is incumbent upon the heroine of romance to be so. 
If love proves to be more a situation than an idea, perhaps La 
Rochefoucauld best describes the motive: "It is difficult to de­
fine love; what can be said is that in the soul it is a passion to 
dominate another, in the mind it is mutual understanding, 
whilst in the body it is simply a delicately veiled desire to pos­
sess the beloved after m a n  y rites and mysteries. "18 Another 
maxim of the great French egoist suggests w h y desire is inev­
itably triangular in Austen: "Jealousy is in some measure just 
and reasonable, since it merely aims at keeping something that 
belongs to us or w  e think belongs to us, whereas envy is a 
frenzy that cannot bear anything that belongs to others."19 
Compassion, charity, and friendship are surely possible in 
Austen'sfictional world; but what is most remarkable about 
her comic art is the moral neutrality it shows toward such 
traditional vices as hatred, jealousy, envy, pride, and other 
modes of self-aggrandizement condemned by Christian tradi­
tion. From our brief analysis of E m m  a as desiring subject, the 
reason for this neutrality should be clear: emotion (the charac­
ters emotion, to give it a place in the text) is not free and spon­
taneous but inherently contextual and triadic in structure. 
" S o m  e desire is necessary to keep life in motion"; unless a 
character is given the situation necessary for desire, however, 
there is no life. This is the vicious circle that E m m  a compre­
hends in the end and exploits unconscionably to be first. 
Throughout her struggle to avoid the pitfalls of romantic pas­
sion and the degradation of being among the second- and third-
rate heroines of pulp fiction, E m m  a nevertheless emulates 
other texts, especially from the eighteenth-century French 
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libertine tradition; and thus without always knowing it, she 
has no choice but to play the game prescribed for her. 
2.	 "The Power of Eating and 
Drinking" 
As events prove, E m m a '  s following remark is dramati­
cally ironic: "There does seem to be a something in the air of 
Hartfield which gives love exactly the right direction, and 
sends it into the very channel where it ought to flow" (E, 75). 
At the m o m e n t  , her words are derisive of M r  . Elton's "falling 
in love" as a ridiculous loss of selfhood. W h e  n she herself falls, 
as w  e have seen, the experience is not the self-destructive de­
sire, the "dark passion" that de Rougemont traces to medieval 
cults;20 rather, it is a form of agape, an ecstatic surrender of 
ego to the beloved that seems both sacred and sexual. It does 
not take long, of course, for E m m  a to revert to her old self and 
"bad faith' roles; nevertheless, the evocation of desire and re­
nunciation in her narrative has a quasi-religious intensity that 
sets her apart from the other characters. It is this mythical de­
liverance from the ritual bondage that A  . O  . J. Cockshut ob­
serves w h e  n citing Austen, along with Richardson and D  . H  . 
Lawrence, as a writer w h o renders sexual conflict with un­
usual candor.21 
Yet because of censorship, literary decorum, and other 
historical restraints, in Austen's text the body is scarcely de­
scribed at all, whether clothed or naked. It is known or "lived," 
however, through certain metonyms, especially those of food 
and drink; and, as in Fielding and Sterne, even these refer­
ences sometimes depend on innuendo to avoid the viscera. Al­
though Don Quixote is usually regarded as the prototype of 
the novel, its attack on conventions of romance employs the 
digestive tract more boldly than anyfiction before Joyce; to a 
large extent its form resembles what Frye calls the anatomy of 
satire, which tends "to become what the world calls obscene," 
forcing us to contemplate "excretion, copulation, and similar 
embarrassments."22 Like D o  n Quixote and Sancho, Gulliver is 
disarmingly frank about urination and defecation, though all 
are reticent about sexual intercourse and, together with Uncle 
Toby, Walter Shandy, and Leopold Bloom, m a y be impotent. 
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By contrast, the romance usually has such "high" norms of re­
ality that not only bodily functions but even the mention of 
food seems inappropriate. The witty narrator in Gottfried 
von Strassburg's Tristan, for instance, distinguishes between 
everyday reality and the erotic world: 
S o m  e people are smitten with curiosity and astonish­
ment, and plague themselves with the question h o w 
these two companions, Tristan and Isolde, nourished 
themselves in this wasteland! I will tell them and as­
suage their curiosity. They looked at one another and 
nourished themselves with that! Their sustenance was 
the eye's increase. They fed in their grotto on nothing 
but love and desire. The two lovers w h o formed its 
court had small concern for their provender.23 
Lacking such passionate abandonment, however, Austen's 
characters do have physical appetites; and their interest in 
food belongs to the text of festive comedy. 
Mimetic criticism, as seen in Frye and Cockshut, as­
sumes an Aristotelian hierarchy of mind over body and thus 
credits realism to a text that refers to "low' aspects of physical 
and social existence not mentioned in other genres. Although 
limited for the most part to investigations of a privileged class, 
Austen's novels do reveal by innuendo and symbolic allusion a 
surprising frankness toward the h u m a  n body; and occasionally 
there are traces of the Augustan satirist's voice anatomizing 
characters as fundamentally material beings subject to blind 
appetites. A basic element of exchange, the concrete nexus of 
subject and object, food initiates a variety of behavior among 
donors and recipients alike, ranging from simple gustatory im­
pulses to the most neuroticfixations in self-affirming, from 
such stock comic humors as gluttons and hypochondriacs to 
discriminating gourmets and good providers. Although stereo­
types exist independently and invite predictable responses, 
the discourse involving food and drink has a wide range of in­
tentions in the Austen text. 
For the early-nineteenth-century w o m a  n writer espe­
cially, the allusion to appetite had political significance. Set 
against the ascetic moralists of the time, w h o , like Dr. Gregory, 
believed that the "luxury of eating" for a w o m a  n "is beyond 
expression indelicate and disgusting,"24 Austen's cheerful ref­
erence to food in her letters and novels betrays a meaningful 
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aplomb. Even before the Victorian period, when angel wor­
ship reached its peak, the mores of woman's "delicacy" made it 
unthinkable for her to have any appetite at all—whether sex­
ual or gustatory; and thus Austen seems puckish in reporting 
an acquaintance's aberration: "Mrs . F. A . has had one fainting 
fit lately; it came on as usual after eating a hearty dinner, but 
did not last long."25 
While overeaters come in for attack in her fiction, 
the ones without a real zest for food seem the least sympa­
thetic; and, of course, her satire on the cult of sensibility 
ridicules neurotic pretensions concerning diet. Rather than 
take laudanum to settle the nerves, as her hypochondriacal 
mother was used to doing, Austen held the commonsensical 
view that eating well was the best remedy. W h e  n her brother 
Edward arrives in Bath looking "fagged," she trusts that the 
"bustle of sending for tea, coffee, and sugar, & c .  , and going 
out to taste a cheese himself, will do him good. "26 Similarly, 
when Frank Churchill came "out of humour" to the party at 
Donwell, E m m  a "knew that eating and drinking were often 
the cure of such incidental complaints, she recommended his 
taking some refreshment; he would find abundance of every 
thing in the dining-room—and she humanely pointed out 
the door" (E, 364). As a stereotype of sensibility, Marianne 
Dashwood is unwilling to dance and becomes quickly ex­
hausted by the exercise; and true to form, she has no appetite 
for days on end. Likewise Jane Fairfax, while enduring the un­
certainty of her secret engagement, has special dietary prob­
lems; and M r  . Woodhouse's dread of food, above all of the 
wedding cake, seems to imply his morbid repression of sexual 
desire. 
Aside from its more narrowly feminist implications, 
food can generally be a means of expressing power and influ­
ence in society. Despite all her other faults, Mrs. Bennet re­
deems herself near the end of the story by providing a festive 
board for her well-to-do guests: "she did not think any thing 
less than two courses, could be good enough for a m a n  , on 
w h o  m she had such anxious designs, or satisfy the appetite 
and pride of one w h  o had ten thousand a-year" (PP, 338). The 
result of her good sense is propitious: "The dinner was as well 
dressed as any I ever saw. The venison was roasted to a turn— 
and everybody said, they never saw so fat a haunch. The soup 
wasfifty times better than what w e had at the Lucas's last week; 
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and even M r . Darcy acknowledged, that the partridges were 
remarkably well done; and I suppose he has two or three 
French cooks at least" (PP, 342). In Mansfield Park the food 
service seems identified less with any particular person (Lady 
Bertram is too indolent to provide comfort herself) than with 
the house as an institution. Thus, while entrapped like Clarissa 
by an unwanted suitor, Fanny feels joy upon being interrupted 
by a domestic ritual: "The solemn procession, headed by Bad­
dely, of tea-board, urn, and cake-bearers, made its appear­
ance, and delivered her from a grievous imprisonment of body 
and mind" ( M P , 344). In contrast, she perceives the misery at 
Portsmouth, "the boys begging for toasted cheese, her father 
calling out for his rum and water, and Rebecca never where 
she ought to be" (MP, 387). Whereas Mansfield's Baddely can 
minister such a sumptuous ritual, Portsmouth's Rebecca codi­
fies the utter despair of poverty: 
She [Fanny] was so little equal to Rebecca's pud­
dings, and Rebecca's hashes, brought to table as they 
all were, with such accompaniments of half-cleaned 
plates, and not half-cleaned knives and forks, that she 
was very often constrained to defer her heartiest 
meal, till she could send her brothers in the evening 
for biscuits and buns. After being nursed up at Mans ­
field, it was too late in the day to be hardened at 
Portsmouth. (MP, 413) 
At least in consciousness, Fanny is safely removed from T . S. 
Eliot's typist, w h  o "lays out food in tins"; she is also hardly 
Trilling's ascetic Christian heroine w h e n envying Henry Craw­
ford's freedom to enjoy the "best dinner that a capital inn 
afforded" (MP, 412).27 
For transparent economic reasons, epicurean indul­
gence is regarded as a male prerogative; but it appears to be 
more a compulsive disorder, not a pleasure, as in Sir John 
Middle ton's manic hospitality as compensation for his wife's 
cold aloofness. Similarly, M r  . Weston's married life, in M r  . 
John Knightley's view, depends " m u c h more upon what is 
called society for his comforts, that is, upon the power of eat­
ing and drinking, and playing whist with his neighbours five 
times a-week, than upon family affection, or any thing that 
h o m  e affords" (£, 96). Taxed by another chronic mingler, the 
Dashwoods decline Middleton's aggressive hospitality: they 
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had "no curiosity to see h o w M r . and Mrs . Palmer ate their 
dinner, and had no expectation of pleasure from them in any 
other way" (SS, 108-09). Not having such power of their o w n 
to bolster selfhood, the visit would be only a punishment to 
the Dashwood w o m e n . Yet, even the Middletons' company is 
more welcome than that of the John Dashwoods: "The dinner 
was a grand one, the servants were numerous, and every thing 
bespoke the Mistress's inclination for shew, and the Master's 
ability to support it" (SS, 233). At this ostentatious event, 
there was "no poverty of any kind, except of conversation." 
Again, the power of eating and drinking is ruthlessly exploita­
tive of the disenfranchised. 
In other contexts, besides sheer self-aggrandizement, 
behavior associated with food reveals less conscious forms 
of giving and taking. Because of political inequality, Mary 
Wollstonecraft asserts, one sex is more prone to gourmandiz­
ing than the other: 
M e n are certainly more under the influence of their 
appetites than w o m e n ; and their appetites are more 
depraved by unbridled indulgence and the fastidious 
contrivances of satiety. Luxury has introduced a re­
finement of gluttony which is so beastly, that a per­
ception of seemliness of behaviour must be worn out 
before one being could eat immoderately in the pres­
ence of another, and afterwards complain of the op­
pression that his intemperance naturally produced.28 
Austen's humorous gluttons, in keeping with this contempo­
rary view, reflect some of the traditional harangues against lux­
ury; but, of greater interest to the modern reader, they e m  ­
body nuances that go beyond such tendentiousness. Besides 
addressing a social evil, her overeaters are mainly ciphers in a 
pattern of frantic acquisitiveness. Although General Tilney, 
for instance, is not the Gothic villain that Catherine had imag­
ined, nevertheless his voracious appetite signifies the shame­
less greed subsequently demonstrated. At Woodston, Henry 
triumphs in offering his father a meal good enough to eat but 
falls short in the quantity of food expected: 
She could not but observe that the abundance of the 
dinner did not seem to create the smallest astonish­
ment in the General; nay, that he was even looking at 
the side-table for cold meat which was not there. His 
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son and daughters observations were of a different 
kind. They had seldom seen him eat so heartily at any 
table but his o w n ; and never before known him so 
little disconcerted by the melted butter's being oiled. 
(NA, 214-15) 
Unlike her friends, w h  o are accustomed to their father's eating 
habits, Catherine feels a Gothic "astonishment" toward the 
giant masticator, a monster almost on the scale of Kronos and 
equally capable of consuming his o w  n children. 
A m o n  g all the overindulgers in Austen's repertory, 
Dr. Grant is self-destructively hedonistic and of course a dis­
grace to his profession; yet, compulsively driven in his vice, he 
is too easy a target for the alazons in the story. Not only is Mrs . 
Norris's criticism of him superfluous, but her o w n niggardli­
ness is a worse evil because it is hypocritically represented as 
thrift. Besides alluding to the stereotype defined by Wollstone­
craft, Austen doubtless has in mind the eighteenth-century 
moralist's topic of the "contempt of the clergy," which culmi­
nated in the Evangelical movement;2 9 and with such a help­
meet as Fanny, E d m u n d  , by contrast, will become an exem­
plary preacher. 
So m u c h is clear. But if Dr. Grant lacks any real 
authority in his calling, he nevertheless "talks for victory" 
against Mrs . Norris on a subject he knows best—food, after 
her pious remark about the apricot tree planted by her de­
ceased husband: 
"The tree thrives well beyond a doubt, m a d a m ,  ' re­
plied Dr. Grant. "The soil is good; and I never pass it 
without regretting, that the fruit should be so little 
worth the trouble of gathering." 
"Sir, it is a moor park, w e bought it as a moor 
park, and it cost us—that is, it was a present from Sir 
Thomas , but I saw the bill, and I k n o w it cost seven 
shillings, and was charged as a moor park." 
"You were imposed on, m a ' a m , " replied Dr. 
Grant; "these potatoes have as m u c  h the flavour of a 
moor park apricot, as the fruit from that tree. It is an 
insipid fruit at the best; but a good apricot is eatable, 
which none from m  y garden are." (MP, 54) 
Like most other references to food, the conversation here oc­
curs without any narrative interpolation; and the reader is on 
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his o w  n to determine its significance. At the level of allegory, 
the spiritually barren Mrs . Norris is not only childless but, as 
is implied by her preoccupation with the price of the tree, a 
blight on her husband's husbandry as well (Chaucer's "shiten 
shepherde").30 Dr. Grant's o w n marriage is also sterile; and his 
gluttony seems to have displaced his sexual drive, as T o  m 
Bertram, w h o should know, shrewdly observes to Fanny while 
Mrs. Grant is dancing with M r . Yates: '"between ourselves, 
she, poor w o m a n ! must want a lover as m u c h as any one of 
them. A desperate full life hers must be with the doctor,' 
making a sly face as he spoke towards the chair of the latter" 
(MP, 119). This motif of gourmandizing as a perversion of the 
sexual appetite already appeared in the character of M r  . Hurst, 
whose motions include ragouts, claret, or cards as alternatives 
to sleeping on the sofa.31 W h a  t is particularly interesting about 
the conversation above, however, is the way an otherwise nega­
tive stereotype like T o  m can suddenly gain a voice in the text 
and direct our attention to meanings neglected in the "nor­
mative" commentary. 
Curiously, a related stereotype, the drunkard, far 
from the impotence of the glutton, seems to have a danger­
ously overactive sexual appetite, and is not only given to pro­
ducing, like M r . Price, a number of unwanted children but is 
also callous, withdrawn, and hostile toward w o m e  n as c o m ­
panions. T o m Bertram himself cannot take Fanny seriously 
because from thefirst she exhibits, more than his sisters, a 
feminine vulnerability. In general, Austen's topers are coarsely 
physical toward w o m e  n and assume that their whole purpose 
in life is to catch rich husbands. The uncertain sexual connota­
tion of "tumble" implies that the female is a mere object of ap­
petite, without any mind of her own. 3 2 While advising Elinor 
about Willoughby's potential, Sir John Middleton remarks 
bluffly: "if I were you, I would not give him up to m  y younger 
sister in spite of all this tumbling d o w  n hills" (SS, 44); and on 
their way to Claverton D o w n , John Thorpe makes a similar jest 
to Catherine: "They want to get their tumble over" {NA, 61). 
Thorpe's allusion to the quantity of drinking at Oxford further 
implies the sort of masculine bawdy that his inebriated con­
versation would involve. 
At the opposite extreme of the gluttons, though some­
times just as compulsive, are the good providers, usually jovial 
and healthy nurturing parental types. Mrs . Jennings is an ami­
able host on the journey to London, "only disturbed that she 
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could not make them choose their o w n dinners at the inn, nor 
extort a confession of their preferring salmon to cod, or boiled 
fowls to veal cutlets" (SS, 160). During Mariannes crisis this 
maternal surrogate tries a "variety of sweetmeat and olives, 
and a good fire" (SS, 193) to raise her spirits, but to no avail: 
"And I declare if she is not gone away without finishing her 
wine! A n  d the dried cherries too!" (SS, 194). Finally, w h e  n the 
ultimate medicine is proffered, "some of the finest old Con­
stantia wine in the house" (SS, 197-98) that Mrs . Jennings 
husband used to imbibe for his gout, Elinor herself takes it, 
"its healing powers on a disappointed heart might be as rea­
sonably tried on herself as on her sister" (SS, 198). 
Like Goldsmith's endearing philanthropists,33 the most 
exemplary providers in Austen work behind the scenes to re­
duce the onus of giving as well as of receiving. Moreover, it is 
the action itself, not the personal donor, that finally impresses 
the recipient. Without himself overcoming the stigma of a 
flannel waistcoat, Colonel Brandon nevertheless has power in 
his country estate; and if Lucy Steele is in raptures over his 
Grandisonian beneficences (SS, 293), Mrs . Jennings is on 
hand to register the happiness Marianne is destined to enjoy 
at Delaford: "exactly what I call a nice old fashioned place, full 
of comforts and conveniences; quite shut in with great garden 
walls that are covered with the best fruit-trees in the country: 
and such a mulberry tree in one corner! Lord! h o  w Charlotte 
and I did stuff the only time w  e were there!" (SS, 196-97). 
Appetite is primal, obviating all sexual and social distinctions, 
and thus "irrational" and blind in its intent. The two w o m e  n 
"stuff" themselves to visceral content and then feel gratitude 
toward the place more than toward the owner per se. 
Although M r  . Darcy's secret beneficence saves Lydia 
and her family from disgrace, previous to that action his estate 
already spoke for itself, not merely in the testimonies from 
Lambton of his charity to the poor (PP, 265) but directly on 
the palate in the abundance of his trees and vines: "There was 
n o w employment for the whole party; for though they could 
not all talk, they could all eat; and the beautiful pyramids of 
grapes, nectarines, and peaches, soon collected them round 
the table" (PP, 268). The narrators rendering of Elizabeths 
point of view here imparts again the feelings beyond words: 
"though they could not all talk, they could all eat." In his nur­
turing role Darcy gains for the first time what he had lost 
abruptly at Hunsford in his blunt proposal. 
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Austen's unabashed sensuousness about food and drink 
is not far from Keats s pagan "beaded bubbles winking at the 
brim, / A n d purple-stained mouth." Like the air at Hartfield, 
there is something contagiously erotic in the exchange of food: 
pyramids of fruit can do what no words can. M r . Martin walks 
three miles to oblige Harriet with walnuts, her favorite; and 
with less self-interest, his mother had given a "beautiful goose" 
to Mrs . Goddard (E, 28). In spite of her conscious stance as a 
stiffly detached egoist, E m m  a herself is as quiet a provider as 
M r . Knightley, with his famous apples. Besides recommend­
ing the "minced chicken and scalloped oysters" (E, 24), as well 
as other luxurious dishes, to old Mrs . Bates and Mrs . Goddard, 
w h  o can enjoy eating well if nothing else in their physical 
state, E m m a  , the narrator informs us, has also instructed the 
cottagers to send their child up to Hartfield with a pitcher for 
some broth (E, 88). Whatever the barely mentioned social and 
economic evils threatening this pastoral Eden, the benefac­
tions of the privileged spread a warmth throughout the c o m ­
munity that, at least temporarily, closes the distance between 
self and other. W h e  n M r  . Knightley invites the Highbury so­
ciety to Donwell, " C o m e  , and eat m  y strawberries," he offers 
the delights of "English culture" (£, 354, 360), and in a sense 
he is equivalent to the bounty of the land. 
Food, then, is an important metonym in Austen's text 
for reifying the character as body and positioning the reader 
toward the action. Just as the word taste connoted moral quali­
ties in the Shaftesburyan ethos of the eighteenth century, so 
the objects of appetite themselves take on surprising nuances 
of a character's intention, often ignored by the narrator. D e  ­
sire, as most of the quotations above suggest, occurs mainly in 
the form of direct discourse, with little or no narrative inter­
pretation. A character responds to another without the media­
tion of language, and moral taste is quite literally an experi­
ence to be gained at the table. O  n one of those admittedly rare 
occasions (Elizabeth at Pemberley, E m m  a at Ford's shop, 
Anne at L y m e ) , Austen abandons dialogue and approaches 
Flaubert's descriptive technique by allowing objects a life of 
their o w n in a character's perception—as in the scene where 
Fanny Price enters alone after her brother and bogus suitor 
have departed Mansfield: 
After seeing William to the last m o m e n t  , Fanny walked 
back into the breakfast-room with a very saddened 
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heart to grieve over the melancholy change; and there 
her uncle kindly left her to cry in peace, conceiving 
perhaps that the deserted chair of each young m a  n 
might exercise her tender enthusiasm, and that the 
remaining cold pork bones and mustard in William s 
plate, might but divide her feelings with the broken 
egg-shells in M r  . Crawford's. (MP, 282) 
Table scraps, as any garbage collector knows, tell their story of 
the particular appetite involved; and William's "cold pork 
bones and mustard" and Henry's "broken egg-shells" m a y be 
read as a contrast between a robust masculine nature and one 
that needs to destroy things for the sake of amusement. The 
description here effectively collapses the dualism of tenor and 
vehicle, of subject and object, m u c  h as in Flaubert's descrip­
tion of E m m  a Bovary after she reads Rodolphe's farewell letter 
that had been hidden in a basket of apricots. W h e n Charles 
samples one of the apricots and tries to tempt E m m  a to taste 
them, she identifies the fruit so intensely with her lover that 
at the sight of her husband eating she is overwhelmed with 
nausea.34 The letter has been m a d e flesh in her imagination, 
and this reaction to the husband's cannibalizing of the lover 
also implies the same double bind of loathing and desire that 
Fanny suffers that morning at Mansfield. 
B y capturing the thingness of the perceiver's environ­
ment, Austen's text renders emotion on almost any page, turn­
ing the subject into object, and the object into subject. While 
desire reveals the individual self to be the product of im­
personal forces in an encounter, appetite renders objects as 
food—hence as erotic extensions of the self. 
3. "The Work of a Moment' 
So far I have been discussing Austen's narrative erotics 
in geometric (triangular desire) and biological (appetite) terms. 
Another text for describing the impersonal forces involved in 
any encounter alludes to classical physics. Once again, it is a 
way of talking about character as part of an autonomous sys­
tem. Even if, presumably, the individual has a choice and can 
m o v  e at will, it is the material rather than efficient cause that 
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is stressed: "There is nothing which energy will not bring one 
to."35 Austen's remark to her sister in 1801 stems as usual from 
a commonplace of domestic life, in this case the need to over­
come the disappointment of not having Cassandra for company 
on the journey to Bath; but this brave assertion is about some­
thing primordial to the self—energy.36 H o  w this resource be­
comes available to motivate the self is another matter, and 
hardly a topic to discuss with Cassandra. 
Energy held a certain political mystique for the times, 
and Austen was sensitive to its cant appeal. In 1813, w h e n 
victory over Napoleon seemed imminent, Austen read Sir 
Charles William Pasley's Essay on the Military Policy and In­
stitutions of the British Empire (1810) and confessed: "—the 
first soldier I ever sighed for—but he does write with extraor­
dinary force & spirit."37 Pasley's vigorous exhortation to his 
country to achieve world supremacy by military conquest had 
an understandable appeal to a reader with two brothers in the 
Royal Navy, but his zeal in the national will carried with it a 
behavioral psychology that seems especially pertinent to her 
characters' conflict: 
It is not always however, perhaps seldom, that the 
ambition of a nation has been directed with a perma­
nent degree of energy towards any object, before 
the necessity of succeeding in that pursuit has been 
deeply felt. This strong sense of necessity will often 
precede, or lead to ambition; and w h e  n that ardent 
passion, the spirit of exertion arising from it, have 
once been called forth in bodies of m e n , and have 
been confirmed by habit, so as to grow into principles 
or rules of conduct; they will generally survive the 
causes which m a y at first have given birth to them. 
Hence a nation m a y go on increasing its power, after 
the necessity whichfirst compelled it to adopt that 
policy m a  y no longer exist.38 
Not only Pasley's atomistic differentiation of what causes na­
tional policy but also his particular terms energy, ardent pas­
sion, and exertion are characteristic of Austen's style. Even if 
her remark to Cassandra about energy is partly ironic, alluding 
to the more awesome contexts for the term, nevertheless, the 
idea of exertion as a means of affirming the self in the world is 
familiar enough throughout her novels. 
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A related term, power, is m u c h more pervasive in 
Austens text, carrying several discrete meanings. The first has 
to do with a persons ability to act, and for the w o m a  n the 
power of refusal m a y be an answer to the man's freedom of 
choice (NA, 77; E, 208; PP, 183). Not surprisingly, the female 
is more subject to the loss of this power to act: trapped in the 
Thorpes's carriage and prevented from joining the Tilneys in 
the promised walk, Catherine "had no power of getting away" 
(NA, 87); later, while under the Radcliffean spell of terror at 
Northanger, "She had no power to m o v e " (NA, 194). With the 
intrusion of Mary Crawford at Mansfield, Fanny is denied the 
"power of riding" (MP, 74); but w h e n called upon to demon­
strate her clandestine lover's gift of the Broadwood piano, Jane 
Fairfax "must reason herself into the power of performance" 
(£, 240). 
Another meaning of power contains the idea of acting 
forcibly and even automatically, as in M r  . Darcy's retort to M r  . 
Bingley: "The power of doing any thing with quickness is al­
ways m u c  h prized by the possessor, and often without any at­
tention to the imperfection of the performance" (PP, 49). D e ­
spite this debunking of effortless motion, however, it is the 
involuntary process itself that is repeatedly at issue, irrespec­
tive of the agent involved. After her raptures over Edmund 's 
expression of love, Fanny is then depressed to find the "su­
perior power of one pleasure [Mary] over his o w n mind" 
(MP, 262). Henry's proposal forces her into another dilemma: 
"She could not have supposed it in the power of any concur­
rence of circumstances to give her so many painful sensations 
on thefirst day of hearing of William's promotion" (MP, 303). 
Again, it is the triadic structure of desire, the "concurrence of 
circumstances," not the personality of the agent or patient in a 
given situation, which is the motivating force. 
Finally, because it is detachable from the self and 
operative in a kinetically charged universe, power is an elusive 
commodity to be valued for its o w n sake, the gaining of domin­
ion over another being only the originating purpose (Pasley's 
theory). In the business of attracting a m a n  , for instance, it is 
the w o m a n w h o wields power. As a quick matchmaker, Mrs. 
Jennings "enjoyed the advantage of raising the blushes and the 
vanity of many a young lady by insinuations of her power over 
such a young m a n " (SS, 36). After seeing Darcy's behavior at 
Pemberley, Elizabeth wondered " h o  w far it would be for the 
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happiness of both that she should employ the power, which 
her fancy told her she still possessed, of bringing on the re­
newal of his addresses" (PP, 266). Not only is Lydia reprehen­
sible for having "thrown herself into the power of—of M r . 
Wickham " (PP, 277); but what is worse, Elizabeth's "power 
was sinking; every thing must sink under such a proof of family 
weakness" (PP, 278). W h e  n Maria Bertram is excluded from 
the invitation to the parsonage, "As M r . Rushworth did not 
come, the injury was increased, and she had not even the re­
lief of shewing her power over him" (MP, 70). In the scene 
where E d m u n d tries to persuade Fanny into accepting Henry: 
"Full well could Fanny guess where his thoughts were now. 
Miss Crawford's power was all returning" (MP, 349). After his 
infatuation with Fanny, Henry's abrupt return to Maria, w  e 
are to believe, was a circumstance of seducing himself while 
engaging her affections: "but in triumphing over the discre­
tion, which, though beginning in anger, might have saved 
them both, he had put himself in the power of feelings on her 
side, more strong than he had supposed" (MP, 468). Free indi­
rect discourse renders Anne Elliot's despair after the more 
than seven years since her engagement have left her haggard: 
" H  e had been most warmly attached to her, and had never 
seen a w o m a  n since w h o  m he thought her equal; but, except 
from some natural sensation of curiosity, he had no desire of 
meeting her again. Her power with him was gone for ever"(P, 
61). A major contradiction between the narrator's opening 
claims and the actual working out of the story in Emma, h o w ­
ever, is that despite the heroine's alleged "power of having 
rather too m u c h her o w n way" (E, 5), most of the events prove 
to be coincidental and for the most part beyond her control; 
she is the last to fathom M r  . Elton's and Frank Churchill's real 
intentions. 
If power is circumstantial and continually influx,self­
hood is hardly a birthright in Austen's world. In fact, given the 
ultimate standard of social perfection implicit in Emma, char­
acters are ever in peril of annihilation. After E m m  a explained 
her objections to the engagement to Robert Martin, for in­
stance, "Harriet had not surmised her o w  n danger, but the 
idea of it struck her forcibly" (E, 53). Similarly, although jeal­
ousy of Frank Churchill taints his observations, M r  . Knightley 
does feel a genuine concern, according to the narrator, to pro­
tect E m m a ' s reputation when he detects his rival's intimacy 
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with Jane: " H  e could not see her in a situation of such danger, 
without trying to preserve her. It was his duty" (£, 349). 
Without trying to preserve her: threatened with loss of power, 
the Austen character, even thefirst in rank, faces instant death 
on every page of consciousness. 
Yet somehow the heroine prevails. Austen's world no 
longer reflects the providential teleology still apparent in the 
eighteenth-century novel, and skepticism toward the individ­
ual's grandiose plans for the future is chronic in the narrative 
tone. N o amount of energy will suffice to carry the self through 
impossible situations, and since eros is blind, even the best in­
tentions m a y come to naught unless events take place fortui­
tously. It is the unforeseen place and timing of circumstances 
that give the m o m e n  t long-range consequences. Originating 
in the Latin momentum, with its sense of movement, moving 
power, and measurement of time, m o m e n  t associates energy 
with the time spent in producing the effect; hence, Austen's 
alazons usually make false claims about the duration of an 
event and the work accomplished. 
In general, there are at least three discernible mean­
ings of moment in the novels. Thefirst is simply a measure of 
time, as in Isabella Thorpe's pretended difficulty with clocks 
because of the pleasure she derives from the Morlands' com­
pany: "to have doubted a m o m e n  t longer then, would have 
been equally inconceivable, incredible, and impossible; and 
she could only protest, over and over again, that no two hours 
and a half had ever gone off so swiftly before' (NA, 67). A sec­
ond category denotes a turning point in the story; and since 
rapid attachments are always suspicious, the romantic conven­
tion of love at first sight comes under particular scrutiny, 
though for Mrs . Jennings the swiftness of Marianne's passion is 
what authenticates it: "Don't w  e all know that it must be a 
match, that they were over head and ears in love with each 
other from thefirst m o m e n  t they met? " (SS, 182). 
Rather than a neutral measure of time or a turning 
point in the consciousness of events, " m o m e n t  ' in Austen 
often refers to the juncture of circumstances that results in an 
important change; and this meaning brings together the ideas 
of kinetic energy, exertion, force, and work within a temporal 
dimension. Hence, w h e n Marianne Dashwood and her sister 
Margaret are caught in the rain, a negative event becomes 
linked with a positive: " O n  e consolation however remained for 
them, to which the exigence of the m o m e n t gave more than 
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usual propriety; it was that of running with all possible speed 
down the steep side of the hill which led immediately to their 
garden gate" (SS, 41). In a more ironic juxtaposition, the nar­
rator describes h o w Lady Middleton's polite indifference came 
as a relief to Elinor after her sister's jilting: "Every qualifica­
tion is raised at times, by the circumstances of the m o m e n t  , to 
more than its real value; and she [Elinor] was sometimes wor­
ried down by officious condolence to rate good-breeding as 
more indispensable to comfort than good-nature" (SS, 215). 
From classical physics, "moment" as the product of 
forces acting at a point represents yet more specifically the 
way a phenomenon occurs without h u m a n interference; and 
this autonomy of the process itself creates wonder in the think­
ing agents on hand, w h  o resemble the fascinated observers of 
a scientific experiment in the well-known painting by Joseph 
Wright of Derby. Marianne's remark on Willoughby's abrupt 
departure from Barton focuses defensively on the action in­
stead of on its disturbing motives: "It is all very strange. So 
suddenly to be gone! It seems but the work of a m o m e n t " (SS, 
77). W h e n a letter imagined to be from him turns out to be from 
her mother, the narrator describes the sequence abstractly: 
"The? work of one m o m e n t was destroyed by the next" (SS, 
202). The description implies a mind primarily interested in the 
phenomena themselves, as if tinkering with the way things 
work could compensate for one's inability to control events. 
Like those infrequent occasions of agape, w h e  n the 
heroine entrusts herself to another unconditionally, the work of 
a m o m e n t comes about freely, without deliberation. At the least 
significant level, it m a  y reveal simply mechanical behavior, as 
in Darcy's convincing Bingley of Jane's indifference—" 'scarcely 
the work of a m o m e n t " (PP, 199). In an environment where 
spontaneous overflow of emotion is highly valued, to be per­
suasive requires at least the appearance of the m o m e n t  ; hence, 
M r  . Bennet's question to M r  . Collins: " M a  y I ask whether 
these pleasing attentions proceed from the impulse of the m o  ­
ment, or are the result of previous study? " (PP, 68). Since not 
only the juncture of events but the energy expended goes into 
the work done, the turning point in the Austen story, espe­
cially the making of a tryst, depends on a chance encounter 
that begins with quite opposite expectations: 
"I had gone a few steps, Fanny, w h e  n I heard the door 
open behind m e  . ' M r  . Bertram,' said she. I looked 
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back. ' M r  . Bertram,' said she, with a smile—but it 
was a smile ill-suited to the conversation that had 
passed, a saucy playful smile, seeming to invite, in 
order to subdue m e  ; at least, it appeared so to m e  . I 
resisted; it was the impulse of the m o m e n  t to resist, 
and still walked on. I have since—sometimes—for 
a moment—regretted that I did not go back; but I 
know I was right; and such has been the end of our 
acquaintance!" (MP, 459) 
A major obstacle to Fanny's happiness, w e know, has been 
Edmund ' s almost spineless admiration of Mary's energetic 
mind; in this scene, however, the concatenation of a dire fam­
ily crisis and an inappropriate smile triggers for once a defini­
tive response that even the speaker fails to understand after­
ward. H a d it not been for the electricity of this fateful moment , 
Fanny m a  y well ask, could E d m u n  d ever have resisted Mary's 
power? 
Austen's comic text reveals character both as a con­
sciousness generated by triangular relations with other per­
sons and things, and as a material body moved by impulses of 
the m o m e n t . Instead of the traditional hierarchy of mind over 
body, her narrative implies a psychosomatic doubleness about 
one's being that recalls Tristram's equating of the jerkin with 
the jerkin's lining. Rumple the one and you rumple the other. 
During peaks of e/motion in an encounter, characters undergo 
sudden changes of energy and often become strangers to them­
selves; and, as in Fielding's world, the mechanics of intention 
proves benevolent in the end. Rather than an absolute duality 
between spirit and matter, there is one continuum of energy 
giving rise to phenomena. At one extreme, to render con­
sciousness, Austen's free indirect discourse fuses the perceiver 
with the thing; at the other, to render the thing devoid of an 
individual perceiver, her "objective' voice describes the m o  ­
ment of an encounter in impersonal, quasi-scientific terms. 
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In the foregoing discussion, m y emphasis has been on 
Austen's situating of characters within temporary but regu­
lated activities. Erving Goffman's behavioristic model of the 
encounter describes the largely unconscious role-playing in 
everyday communication, which has remarkable parallels in 
the more explicitly controlled conditions of playing games. Al­
though Austen's educational theme generally articulates a di­
chotomy between play and work, with the flawed heroine 
finally discovering her duties to family and community, else­
where her text implies that writing the story itself is a form of 
play and that the imagination transforms all the world into a 
stage for comic revelations. The m a n y scenes involving play— 
card games, charades, piano-playing, singing, acting, danc­
ing—are focused situations that reflect the larger enterprise of 
representing the lived self within typographical space. 
From this play-within-the-play reflexivity, characters 
gain or lose in their competing discourses. With Emma as the 
paradigm of this activity in creating the self at the expense of 
the other, w  e have explored the intertextual structures of rep­
resented consciousness. Giving a character something to de­
sire is tantamount to giving her life, the kinetic principle 
within any narrative that reflects the external reader's design 
on the story as well as the protagonist's alleged disposition. As 
if wary of readers—whether within or without the story—try­
ing to entrap her in the convention of falling in love, E m m  a 
Woodhouse patterns her defenses on the antiromantic texts of 
the eighteenth-century French tradition. To demonstrate the 
variety of manifesting desire in Austen's narrative, our focus 
moved from a character's conscious willing to the implicit in­
tentionality of her object world, where the description of phy­
sical things reflects the mind perceiving them. 
Until n o  w our interpretation of Austen's narrative 
strategies has been mainly local and empirical, while the whole 
concept of novelistic character remains elusive. Having reached 
its apogee during the Victorian period, character as an ele­
ment offiction has been deprecated among postmodern exper­
imenters. As Thomas Docherty sees it, "Cartesian selfhood, 1 
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a m that which thinks,' is replaced here by the Todorovian 
homme-recit, 'I a  m that which speaks."'1 In contrast to the un­
critical positing of a noumenal being, often initiated simply by 
a proper n a m e  , say Pip or Jane, w h  o supposedly exists inde­
pendently of author and reader, a writer like Robbe-Grillet 
shuns such pretense of godlike authority and shifts the burden 
of illusion-making onto the reader.2 Th  e Cartesian dualism of 
self and other has been so axiomatic in the early realistic novel 
and in the mimetic criticism traditionally associated with the 
genre that until recently Austen's novels have always seemed 
i m m u n e to the modern neurosis of ambivalent attitude and in­
decisive action. Yet, as Scott recognized immediately, her 
writing is not of the " b o w - w o w  " kind that sweeps across time 
and distance without questioning the author's privilege.3 M o r e  ­
over, notwithstanding their ostensibly insistent Cartesian self­
hood, Austen's characters also have a way of being that which 
speaks. 
But what is character in fiction? To begin with, it is a 
noun or pronoun, as Chekhov's advice to his brother suggests: 
"Don't try for too m a n  y characters. T h  e center of gravity should 
reside in two: he and she."4 At the most fundamental linguistic 
level, these subjects take on life as patients or agents w h e n 
joined to a predicate and qualified by adjectives and adverbs. 
In general, there are two mutually opposed ways of under­
standing character: the semiotic and the mimetic. According 
to thefirst, characters are no more than textual segments, 
"patterns of recurrence,' whose meanings shift with their con­
textual motifs.5 In contrast to our illusions of a continuous per­
sonality while reading linearly, this approach, which comes 
naturally to the parodist, alerts us to the limitations of the text 
itself and to the "dissolution" of all those relationships that ini­
tiated our responses. The second and more familiar way of 
reading simply regards characters as individuals with a unique 
history and personhood, as imitations of real life to be compre­
hended by all the means available to the h u m a n sciences. 
O n c  e forced back to its originating logos, character 
m a  y blend readily with its context to the extent of disappear­
ing altogether. As w  e shall see, for example, the line between 
narrator and character is at best often tenuous in Austen; and 
this marginality is itself an important stylistic feature to be 
considered in any interpretation of the story, on a par with her 
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reflexive conclusions that wrench the illusive beings from 
their plot conventions: 
I purposely abstain from dates on this occasion, that 
every one m a y be at liberty to fix their o w n , aware that 
the cure of unconquerable passions, and the trans­
fer of unchanging attachments, must vary m u c h as to 
time in different people.—I only intreat every body 
to believe that exactly at the time w h e n it was quite 
natural that it should be so, and not a week earlier, 
E d m u n  d did cease to care about Miss Crawford, and 
became as anxious to marry Fanny, as Fanny herself 
could desire. (MP, 470) 
As the parodic narrative voice reminds us, aesthetic closure not 
only reduces the variables of real life but also taxes the reader's 
complicity in shaping a character's behavior. Yet breaking the 
illusion of flesh-and-blood life by this editorial interference is 
only another mimetic subterfuge, which momentarily elevates 
the narrator as a presence at the expense of the storytelling. 
O u r concern in this chapter, then, will be to examine 
the peculiar locution that gives rise to the Austen character. 
Although finally a composite of written language, no more 
than ciphers on a printed page depending on certain conven­
tional responses, what the reader takes for living beings in a 
story are the effect of represented speech within selective con­
texts. Just as Austen's reflexive narratives m a  y abruptly call at­
tention to thefictional methods elsewhere quietly assumed, so 
throughout this book m  y approach to her characters will alter­
nate the psychological model of consciousness/unconsciousness 
with the semiotic model of signifier/signified. For instance, 
sometimes Catherine Morland is a young w o m a  n in love and 
determined to have her wa  y against all familial, social, and fi­
nancial obstacles; at other times, she is only a satirical persona 
intended to undermine the generic roles of the "heroine" 
in romance, and thus speaks, or is spoken about, in a self-
deprecating language. For m a n  y readers of Northanger Abbey, 
of course, these separate functions pose no difficulties at all 
but become blurred as the desire to articulate the character's 
personhood prevails over any other consideration.6 
Whether regarded primarily as psychological entities 
or as linguistic artifacts, however, Austen's characters exist as 
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modes of represented speech; and our analysis should begin 
with four categories of discourse that interlock to render the 
individual voice: the dualities (1) of self and other; (2) of inner 
and outer self; (3) of narrative authority and readerly freedom; 
and (4) of subjective and objective description. 
I. Self and Other 
The dualism of self and other verges between the 
"classical" notion that the self must be balanced by social 
norms and traditions or suffer from the delusions of pride 
(Pope) and the "romantic" notion that the real self is essen­
tially opposed to the public sphere (Wordsworth). The one 
stresses the need of subordinating the individual's desires to 
the general wisdom of the community; the other exalts the 
value of original insight that can only be gained in solitude and 
usually includes hostility toward the status quo. Although both 
extremes appear in early fiction, the critical realists emphasize 
the former pattern and define the person's identity in terms of 
his social function. In its absolute physical isolation of the main 
character, Robinson Crusoe brought into relief, Ian Watt ar­
gues, man's inherently social nature. According to H u m e  , " W  e 
can form no wish which has not a reference to society"; and it 
is this tenet that the realistic novel presumably implements in 
opposition to Defoe's allegory of individualism.7 Contrary to 
Watt, however, though Crusoe m a  y discover unexpected re­
sources, especially his Protestant conscience, in his loneliness, 
he never forgets that he is an English property owner with cer­
tain rights and privileges in relation to anyone w h  o encroaches 
on his island; and thus, if in the end he has no difficulty in re­
turning to "civilization" it is because he never really ever left 
it. In the novels after Defoe, the protagonist—whether P a m  ­
ela or Parson A d a m s  , Clarissa or T o  m Jones, Yorick or Prim­
rose, Evelina or Matt Bramble—may stand apart from the 
unthinking crowd but ultimately relies, nevertheless, on the 
approval of worldly opinion. Not even Clarissa is content to 
mak  e her exit withoutfirst receiving her earthly fathers for­
giveness for her original disobedience. 
Under the spell of the female quixotic motif, conser­
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vative readers of Austen have exaggerated some form of ex­
ternal authority as a norm for selfhood. W a y n e Booth for­
mulates the readers moral responsibility in judging E m m  a 
Woodhouse's flawed character: " W  e have been privileged to 
watch with her [Austen] as she observes her favorite character 
climb from a considerably lower platform to join the exalted 
company of Knightley, Jane Austen,' and those of us readers 
w h o are wise enough, good enough, and perceptive enough to 
belong up there too. "8 Similarly, Marilyn Butler's recent the­
sis about an explicitly anti-Jacobin roman a clef posits the 
heroine's education within a historically specific political con­
text: "The theme, then, is the struggle towards afixed and per­
manent truth external to the individual; and chastening, nec­
essarily, to individual presumption and self-consequence. "9 
Opposite to this approach, the "regulated hatred" school of 
D  . W Harding, Marvin Mudrick, and Barbara Hardy stresses 
the integrity of selfhood vis-a-vis the community. Hardy ob­
serves: "Within her social groups, Jane Austen frequently 
shows a serious restlessness, critical and even subversive, 
which looks beyond social limits. "10 Clearly, no matter what 
versions of the Austen text commentary m a y produce, one as­
sumption remains intact—the duality of self and other as the 
basis of realistic presentation. 
Yet Austen'sfictional world resists either/or solutions. 
E . M  . Forster, w  e have noted, observed that even her minor 
characters are round. Likewise, Gilbert Ryle places her out­
side the Christian ideology of saints and sinners; in place of the 
old faculty psychology describing the hierarchy of reason over 
the passions, she renders h u m a n nature with the wine con­
noisseur's sensitivity to barely discernible gradations of feel­
ing.u But these fine shadings of character are mainly implicit 
in behavior; Austen seldom attempts the elaborate narrative 
analyses given by George Eliot or Henry James. As Martin 
Price states, "Manners . . . are supremely important for Jane 
Austen because they are the field in which the moral self is 
revealed and defined. Manners are a form of role-playing. W  e 
use them to order our relations with each other; w  e can use 
them for disguise and deceit; or w e can m a k e them a g a m e , an 
end in themselves, mere empty formalism."12 Since in both 
real life andfiction the self interacts with others in all this role-
playing, to a large extent the old dichotomy vanishes in actual 
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practice: character is nothing without intention toward an­
other person or thing—its emotional existence is inseparable 
from itsfield of action. 
The "otherness" of the Austen character, especially 
w h e  n intoned in the narrative, has sometimes attracted notice. 
As if excited by his discovery, R  . W  . C h a p m a  n pointed out co­
incidences in language between hero and heroine in Emma: "I 
venture, at the risk of exceeding m  y editorial function, to call 
attention to this and some other places in which M r . Knightley 
comes unbidden, and sometimes unrecognized, into E m m a ' s 
thoughts."13 Although C h a p m a n was satisfied that this coinci­
dence anticipated the marriage of true minds eventually borne 
out in the plot, there is actually a more pervasive sharing of 
language in Austen's narratives than his few egregious ex­
amples would suggest. 
Character is inseparable from itsfield of action; and in 
Austen, w  e have said, this action is mainly speech represented 
with varying levels of directness. Just as the narrator m a  y ab­
sorb the character's point of view in telling the story, so one 
character m a  y appropriate another character's language at cer­
tain moments to become effectually one voice. E m m  a feels 
so completely M r s . Weston's state of excitement at meeting 
Frank Churchill for thefirst time that in a deep reverie she 
projects herself onto Randalls: 
" M  y dear, dear, anxious friend,"—said she, in mental 
soliloquy, while walking d o w  n stairs from her o w  n 
room, "always over-careful for every body's comfort 
but your o w n  ; I see you n o  w in all your little fidgets, 
going again and again into his room, to be sure that all 
is right. ' The clock struck twelve as she passed through 
the hall. "'Tis twelve, I shall not forget to think of you 
four hours hence; and by this time tomorrow, per­
haps, or a little later, I m a y be thinking of the possibil­
ity of their all calling here. I a  m sure they will bring 
him soon." (E, 189-90) 
In terms of the story, E m m a ' s wishful daydream is unneces­
sary, as Frank Churchill had arrived in Highbury a day early 
and is in fact sitting at this very m o m e n  t with her father in 
their parlor. But in terms of Austen's narrative technique, the 
passage illustrates h o  w readily the character's consciousness 
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appropriates another characters field and, at least for a brief 
duration, loses all sense of apartness. 
Still more importantly, it illustrates h o w thinking in 
Austen is, after considerable refinement of narrative tech­
nique, only a matter of talking. As scholars have pointed out, 
Austen is thefirst English novelist to have grasped the full 
range of effects produced by what is commonly k n o w n as 
"erlebte Rede," "le style indirect libre," or "free indirect dis­
course."14 To some degree this hybrid form of representing 
speech m a y have been an accident of eighteenth-century print­
ing history, the result of attempts to standardize typographical 
marks for dialogue. Thus until about the time of Dickens 
quotation marks could be used for reported as well as direct 
speech, and it is likely once again that the m e d i u m was the 
15 message.
Private thoughts often have the same status as dia­
logue in Austen's text, the assumed psychological/rhetorical 
dichotomy softening in the grey area of reported speech: 
'You will stay, I a  m sure; you will stay and nurse her;" 
cried he, turning to her and speaking with a glow, and 
yet a gentleness, which seemed almost restoring the 
past.—She coloured deeply; and he recollected him­
self, and moved away.—She expressed herself most 
willing, ready, happy to remain. "It was what she had 
been thinking of, and wishing to be allowed to do.—A 
bed on the floor in Louisa's room would be sufficient 
for her, if Mrs. Harville would but think so." (P, 114; 
m  y emphasis) 
As if consciously seeking a privileged space for her character's 
mental life somewhere between direct and indirect discourse, 
Austen depicts A n n e Elliot's thinking/speaking to be simulta­
neous with Captain Wentworth's thinking/speaking: the two 
principals are united here in onefield of discourse set in pro­
cess by an unforeseen event. 
Not only does free indirect discourse merge the self 
with the other, but once thefield is established it can reduce 
the self to a mere atom, to an allusion that assures us mini­
mally of the character's presence: 
This topic was discussed very happily, and others suc­
ceeded of similar m o m e n t , and passed away with simi­
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lar harmony; but the evening did not close without 
a little return of agitation. The gruel came and sup­
plied a great deal to be said—much praise and many 
comments—undoubting decision of its wholesome­
ness for every constitution, and pretty severe Philip­
pics upon the many houses where it was never met 
with tolerable;—but, unfortunately, among the fail­
ures which the daughter had to instance, the most re­
cent, and therefore most prominent, was in her o w  n 
cook at South End , a young w o m a n hired for the time, 
w h  o never had been able to understand what she 
meant by a basin of nice smooth gruel, thin, but not too 
thin. Often as she had wished for and ordered it, she 
had never been able to get any thing tolerable. Here 
was a dangerous opening. (E, 104-05, m  y emphasis) 
Until the middle of this passage ("the failures which the daughter 
had to instance") the report avoids identifying any speaker at all 
but instead focuses on h o  w the physical object—the gruel— 
prompts nervous responses with embedded stances, the vocal 
proponents dominating over the quiescent dissenters. O b  ­
viously the speaker herself has no opinions of her o w  n to ex­
press but essentially simulates her father's in order to humor 
him and if possible to stave off any attack from her increasingly 
annoyed husband, an impression wrought by his conspicuous 
silence during verbal explosions from the others. Although the 
conversation is superficially about gruel, the real issue, w  e dis­
cover fully by the end of the chapter, is whether the hypo­
chondriacal father can uphold his will over his daughters and 
ally them against his male rivals. Yet M r . Woodhouse himself 
is never mentioned by name as in a conventional report; in­
stead, the motif of the gruel alone implies the character's idio­
syncrasies and fears without the least interference from the 
narrator. In a linguistic sense, the gruel not only alludes to, 
but is M r . Woodhouse in this scene. His otherness is all. 
2. Inner and Outer Self 
Besides questioning the character's viability in isola­
tion from others, Austen's speech-oriented style also tends to 
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challenge the hallowed assumption of an internal, "real" self as 
opposed to an other-directed, role-playing self. Although the 
ideal of sincerity m a y have the highest value among the ro­
mantic poets, it does not come easily to a parodic artist like 
Austen; hence, even Mansfield Park, a novel sometimes praised 
for its WordsWorthian spirit, presents a main character w h  o 
rebels against acting Lovers' Vows but lacks the inner strength 
to resist Henry Crawford's eloquent reading of Shakespeare 
even while doubting his good intentions in the encounter.16 
But whence the illusion of inner and outer self? M .  M . 
Bakhtin (Volosinov) sees language as the most elemental basis 
of the personality, which is no more than a pattern of language: 
"Consequently, a word is not an expression of inner person­
ality; rather, inner personality is an expressed or inwardly im­
pelled word/'17 Instead of plumbing the depths of psycho­
analysis to account for a character's motivation, Bakhtin suggests 
that w e begin with what w e know—the actual text of person­
ality; and his conception of the polyvocal novel underscores 
the arbitrary spaces of mimetic characterization. Bahktin's het­
eroglossia involves both the direct discourse and the free in­
direct discourse that imply points of view.18 Unless w  e are to 
disregard entirely the wealth of analysis in Freud, Jung, and 
their numerous successors, however, it seems facile to suggest 
that mental life is only a verbal phenomenon; and despite the 
inconsistency with the linguistic approach to character, as al­
ready indicated above, our discussion will take into account 
psychological models of behavior as well. 
Nevertheless, if w e give primacy to the word, the 
illusion of "inner" and "outer" self derives from constrast­
ing narrative voices. The opening chapter of Emma, for ex­
ample, is approximately three thousand words long, more 
than half of which takes the form of dialogue; and however the 
voices are named—the narrator, E m m a  , M r . Woodhouse, 
or M r . Knightley—all converge on the theme of triangular 
relationships. 
The first ten paragraphs of narrative, which Graham 
Hough calls objective,19 set in motion two very different, even 
contradictory, attitudes toward the heroine. The initial stance 
is ironic and promises a story about an affluent, attractive, and 
egocentric w o m a n destined for trouble: "The real evils of 
E m m a ' s situation were the power of having rather too m u c h 
her o w n way, and a disposition to think a little too well of her­
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self" (E, 5). A second voice, beginning in the sixth paragraph, 
is sympathetic, however, and closes ranks with E m m a '  s per­
spective. While the first narrator introduces a female quixote, 
the second creates a protagonist with a mature insight into her 
situation: "she was n o w in great danger of suffering from intel­
lectual solitude. She dearly loved her father, but he was no 
companion for her. H  e could not meet her in conversation, ra­
tional or playful" (E, 7). Although presumably "outside" the 
character, the point of view is identical with her perspective: 
under no delusion of being free and powerful, she feels trapped 
in her situation and for the m o m e n t lacks any hope offindinga 
worthwhile social role. Rather than maintaining a detached, 
judgmental role, the second narrator merges continually with 
the character in the process of free indirect discourse; hence, 
the overall effect is to collapse the distinction between thought 
and speech, between inner and outer communication. 
Sometimes reverie anticipates dialogue. After being 
privy to E m m a '  s quiet assessment of the change ("that great 
must be the difference between a Mrs . Weston only half a mile 
from them, and a Miss Taylor in the house"), the reader can 
sympathize with her valiant "exertions" to cheer her father by 
emphasizing the proximity to Randalls; and the scene i m m e  ­
diately bears out the narrator's (and surely the character's) judg­
ment that " H  e could not meet her in conversation, rational 
or playful." Besides absorbing her father's objections to the 
change, E m m a  , in an instant of agape, takes sincere pleasure 
in her friend's happiness and ingenuously applauds the mar­
riage in words that M r  . Knightley repeats later in the scene. 
W h a  t is not articulated in conscious thought or direct 
speech m a y be significant. Although father and daughter talk 
at cross purposes concerning the departure of Miss Taylor, 
both are depressed by the loss of a congenial household com­
panion. Furthermore, M r . Woodhouse's h u m o r against mar­
riage may, under the cover of senility, possibly betray the 
darker aspects of the institution—the violence of sexual inter­
course and the dangers of childbirth. Because of her adher­
ence to "rational or playful" discourse, therefore, E m m  a dis­
regards the import of her father's words and, confident of her 
superior understanding, talks mainly to pacify him. 
As the embodiment of the "rational or playful" talker 
desired to replace the father, M r  . Knightley enters the scene 
just w h e n there was "no prospect of a third to cheer a long 
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evening" and the ubiquitous backgammon table seemed im­
pending. His cryptic remark, "it must be better to have only 
one to please, than two," thefirst of m a n  y riddles in the dis­
course of this novel, puts the Woodhouses immediately on the 
defensive and elicits humorously predictable responses: 
"Especially w h e  n one of those two is such a fanciful, 
troublesome creature!" said E m m  a playfully. "That, is 
what you have in your head, I know—and what you 
would certainly say if m  y father were not by." 
"I believe it is very true, m  y dear, indeed," 
said M r . Woodhouse with a sigh. "I a m afraid I a m 
sometimes very fanciful and troublesome." 
" M  y dearest papa! You do not think I could 
mean you, or suppose M r  . Knightley to mean you. 
W h a t a horrible idea! O h , no! I meant only myself. 
M r  . Knightley loves tofind fault with m  e you k n o w  — 
in a joke—it is all a joke. W  e always say what w  e like 
to one another." (E, 10) 
In accordance with their established game plan, E m m  a freely 
gives the requisite interpretation in deference to M r  . Knightley s 
familiar role as her mentor and accepts the riddle as an attack 
on herself. But the term joke is always suspect in Austen's vo­
cabulary, implying something unstable in the speaker's m o  ­
tives and alerting us to the more serious quarrels to come later 
in the story, culminating in E m m a ' s humiliation at Box Hill. 
Thus, after having caused both father and daughter to ac­
knowledge themselves "fanciful, troublesome creatures," M r  . 
Knightley innocently explains his original intention: "I meant 
no reflection on any body. Miss Taylor has been used to have 
two persons to please; she will n o  w have but one." If this solu­
tion comes as an anticlimax, the riddle nevertheless succeeded 
in forcing each of the Woodhouses to make public their re­
spective self-images; and after their confessions M r  . Knightley 
plays his trump card by pretending that his only meaning was 
a tautology. 
By drawing out each character's subjective response, 
this verbal encounter illustrates J. L  . Austin's basic distinction 
between constative and performative speech acts—the first 
having to do with the truth or falsehood of statements, the sec­
ond, with the success or failure of utterances toward the audi­
tor.20 In conversation the denotative aspect of language weighs 
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very little compared to what it does, whether persuade, warn, 
surprise, deceive, c o m m a n d , and so on. To judge by their 
effectiveness in triggering self-deprecating replies, M r  . Knight-
ley's words, w e m a y infer, were carefully chosen for their per-
formative value; and his dullish explanation of himself here 
undercuts his interlocutors' o w  n guilt feelings. To invoke a 
psychological speculation at this point, despite his aplomb in 
the repartee, however, perhaps not even the triumphant hero 
is conscious of yet another meaning to his cryptogram: uncon­
sciously he is defending the idea of marriage not only for Miss 
Taylor but for E m m  a as well. Given the treacherous ambiguity 
of speech acts, as attested here, the dialogue has a tendency to 
behave m u c  h like the narrative in denying any clear division 
between a character's private and public stance. 
Because of its thoroughgoing dialogicity, Austen's text 
m a  y balance sincere feeling with epigrammatic undermining 
without any serious damage to either purpose. A m o n g the 
high points of her use of free indirect discourse are those 
scenes where some vital information is communicated after a 
period of increasing tension and doubt: 
H  e had found her agitated and low.—Frank 
Churchill was a villain.—He heard her declare that 
she had never loved him. Frank Churchill's character 
was not desperate.—She was his own E m m a , by hand 
and word, w h e n they returned into the house; and if 
he could have thought of Frank Churchill then, he 
might have deemed him a very good sort of fellow. (E, 
433; m  y emphasis) 
This passage reveals the complex distancing effects possible in 
Austen's narrative. The underscored clauses indicate the usual 
free indirect discourse m o d  e of reporting, and if transposed to 
conventional indirect discourse could be worded as follows: 
M r  . Knightley felt that Frank Churchill was a 
villain. 
M r  . Knightley felt that Frank Churchill's character 
was not desperate. 
M r  . Knightley felt that she was his own E m m a . 
To avoid the monotonous repetition of the introductory for­
mula is perhaps sufficient reason for taking the shortcut of free 
indirect discourse; but, clearly, it is the antithesis between 
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simple declaration of fact and the hero's instantaneous re­
sponse to it that represents the very rhythm of desire. In con­
trast to these closeups, the last conditional and main clauses, it 
will be noticed, imply a narrators distant perspective, with 
the question of what M r  . Knightley was in fact thinking at this 
m o m e n t left unanswered. Although superficially the dialogical 
structure registers his thoughts in response to each stage of 
enlightenment concerning E m m a '  s feelings, the staccato sen­
tences allow us to hear his actual words, whether or not they 
were actually spoken to her in this scene. 
3.	 Narrative Authority and Readerly 
Freedom 
Given the kinetic nature of Austen's polyvocal text, 
it should be evident by n o  w that character is not something 
rigid and detachable, but rather is equivalent to afield of re­
lated intentions that m a y be shared with a narrator and other 
discourses signaling different speakers. F r o  m the standpoint 
of the Austen novel's linguistic structure, therefore, the hu  ­
morous matchmaking so explicit in each plot does not merely 
reflect the English gentry's preoccupation with marriage settle­
ments but parallels nicely the whole jostling for c o m m u n i ­
cative authority in the text itself. W h e n e v e  r the storytelling 
relies heavily on scenic rather than narrative presentation, 
characters appear to act autonomously, entering freely into al­
liances or rivalries while pursuing their o w  n ends. Although 
never very far from the participants, Austen's narrator, unlike 
Fielding's or Sterne's, only intermittently interferes in our day­
dream of the story and instead usually fades into the central 
character's point of view, becoming identical with it through 
free indirect discourse. 
Despite her reputation a m o n  g Tory readers, then, 
Austen takes surprising risks in the storytelling process. It is 
a commonplace of modern criticism that the author can no 
longer play G o d . W e see this fact in Sartre's well-known attack 
on Mauriac's indiscriminate use of omniscience: " H  e takes 
God's standpoint on his characters. G o  d sees the inside and 
outside, the depths of body and soul, the whole universe at 
once. In like manner, M  . Mauriac is omniscient about every­
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thing relating to his little world."21 Roland Barthes's apothegm, 
"The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the 
Author," is only a drastic metaphor of the same critical prefer­
ence for allowing the text its autonomy, or to be more exact, 
for allowing the reader his freedom to constitute the text.22 In 
condemning the modern writer's and critic's abnegation of au­
thority, W  . J. Harvey is quite open about his preference of a 
mimetic model of character; and of course such a model pre­
supposes a reality about which there is general agreement.23 
But Sartre's attack on authorial omniscience and Har­
vey's dread of textual autonomy are both anachronistic in 
claiming too m u c h for modern theory. B y tracing the "birth 
of the author" to the lives of Renaissance artists as witnessed in 
Vasari's biographies, Mukafovsky shows that despite per­
sonal, even petty, reasons for identifying himself with his work 
(Michelangelo's signature on the Virgin's girdle in the Pieta) 
the autonomy of his product was never in doubt: it was always 
for the perceiver rather than for the originator to generate 
meaning from the object: 
T h  e perceiver's active participation in the formation of 
intentionality gives the intentionality a dynamic na­
ture. As a resultant of the encounter between the 
viewer's attitude and the organization of the work, 
intentionality is labile and oscillates during the per­
ception of the same work, or at least—with the same 
perceiver—from perception to perception. It is a 
c o m m o  n experience that the more vividly a work 
affects a perceiver, the more possibilities of percep­
tion it offers him.24 
W h a  t follows in Mukafovsky's argument is something resem­
bling Hutchinson's principle of "co-operative conflict' between 
author and reader: a dialectic between the aesthetic displeas­
ure of unintentionality (what is perceived to contradict m e a n  ­
ing) and the aesthetic pleasure of intentionality (what is per­
ceived as a unity but always as partial). To understand the 
experience of "reality" in art, therefore, w  e need to recognize 
its essential openness.25 
Just as the author's intentionality has a history of only 
a few hundred years in Western culture, so the problem of ac­
counting for the unconscious or unintentional element of art 
dates mainly from the aesthetic controversy over the "rules" in 
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the French neoclassical academies.26 Leonardo, for instance, 
while subscribing to a thoroughgoing scientific approach to ar­
tistic representation, nevertheless anticipated the elusiveness 
of aesthetic grace that Boileau, Pope, and others emphasized 
against rigid conventions: " W h e  n the work is equal to the 
knowledge and judgment of the painter, it is a bad sign; and 
w h e n it surpasses the judgment, it is still worse, as is the case 
with those w h o wonder at having succeeded so well."27 In the 
eighteenth century, w h e n aesthetics and literary criticism be­
came firmly established disciplines, this principle of uninten­
tionality in art underlay the concept of grace, which evolved 
from the ' j'e ne scai quoi" of the rationalistic academicians to a 
quality of movement perceived. 
A witness to an era that amused itself with the trompe 
l'oeil, Jonathan Richardson advised against a fully determinate 
representation in general: "So far should the Painter be from 
inserting any thing Superfluous, that he ought to leave some­
thing to the Imagination. H  e must not say all he can on his 
Subject, and so seem to distrust his Reader, and discover he 
thought no farther himself."28 Similarly, Diderot observes: 
"True taste fastens on one or two characteristics, and leaves 
the rest to the imagination. . .  . If an artist shows us every­
thing, and leaves us nothing to do, he leaves us weary and im­
patient."29 Hogarth, as Ronald Paulson remarks, applied his 
aesthetic theory of lines to a practice of sketching an object 
with the barest essentials, for the perceiver to complete.30 Per­
haps not despite, but because of, the abiding concern of the 
Enlightenment with freeing the mind of superstition and fear, 
E d m u n  d Burke stresses the effectiveness of obscurity as a 
means of communication in language and art: "so far is a clear­
ness of imagery from being absolutely necessary to an influence 
upon the passions, that they m a y be considerably operated 
upon without presenting any image at all."31 Throughout the 
eighteenth century, then, unintentionality, far from being an 
aesthetic flaw, went hand in hand with the artist's conscious 
purpose and became a basic principle of romanticism.32 
Another context for this dialectic between the k n o w n 
and unknown in the dynamics of perceiving the object is in 
the late-eighteenth-century theory of the picturesque, which 
compared the principles of landscape painting with those of 
landscape gardening. Not only does Austen allude to the pic­
turesque in her letters and novels, but her brother Henrys 
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"Biographical Notice" specifically mentions her admiration of 
Gilpin on this subject. Though the "improvers" themselves 
sometimes admitted to being despots in sacrificing cottages, 
orchards, and gardens to carry out their ends, the idea was to 
give expression to a landscape; and again the principle of the 
unfinished is at work in the aesthetics of intricacy: "that dis­
position of objects," according to Uvedale Price, "which, by a 
partial and uncertain concealment, excites and nourishes curi­
osity." Because of its power to motivate the perceiver, artificial 
torsos and classical or medieval follies have special value as 
fragments: "  A temple or palace of Grecian architecture in its 
perfect entire state, and with its surface and colour smooth 
and even, either in painting or reality is beautiful; in ruin it is 
picturesque."33 Likewise, the rough symmetry of Gothic ar­
chitecture is picturesque as opposed to the symmetry of classi­
cal styles, which are paradigms of beauty. 
Neither one quality nor the other, however, is in itself 
sufficient; rather, each reciprocates psychologically to offset 
the other. Price argues that deformity is to ugliness as pictur­
esqueness is to beauty; the main difference is in their c o m m u  ­
nicative effect. Like the picturesque, deformity "corrects" the 
cloying regularity of beauty and the monotony of ugliness by 
making a "quicker impression" and arousing interest in the 
mind after a state of passive enjoyment. In view of the con­
stant stress on the active role of the perceiver, whether the 
"reader" of art objects, including landscapes, or the reader of 
written texts, it is astonishing to find Boland Barthes's asser­
tion: "Classic criticism has never paid any attention to the 
reader; for it, the writer is the only person in literature."34 
While it m a y be true that earlier periods had a lower threshold 
for realism than ours and hence risked relatively m u c  h less in 
surrendering the artifact to the viewer's imagination, never­
theless the authority of the artist, w  e have seen, was hardly 
absolute in any way. 
In view of the long history of the reader's role in c o m  ­
pleting the author's purposely fragmented work, therefore, it 
is not surprising that Austen grasped the principle implied in 
Keats's "Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard / Are 
sweeter." As w  e shall see in thefinal chapter, reading her nov­
els is very m u c  h an encounter, an action that often tests the 
full mental powers of her characters to constitute the text, and 
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is hence on par with writing. Austen's well-known commen  t on 
Pride and Prejudice should serve as a warning to those un­
creative readers w h  o insist on allegorical reductions of her 
comic playfulness: "The work is rather too light, and bright, 
and sparkling; it wants shade; it wants to be stretched out here 
and there with a long chapter of sense, if it could be had; if 
not, of solemn specious nonsense, about something uncon­
nected with the story. "35 Clearly, in admitting that her work 
is unfinished and resistant to closure, Austen agrees with 
Tristram's theory of narrative: "no author w h o understands the 
just boundaries of decorum and good-breeding, would pre­
sume to think all: The truest respect which you can pay to the 
reader's understanding, is to halve this matter amicably, and 
leave him something to imagine, in his turn, as well as your­
self."36 If Austen acknowledged this principle of the unfinished 
regarding Pride and Prejudice, she became all the more ven­
turesome, as w  e shall see, in Emma. The author's advice to 
her niece Anna, written during the composition of Emma, 
hints at the m a n y omissions she had to decide upon in the in­
terest of engaging the reader: "You describe a sweet place, but 
your descriptions are often more minute than will be liked. 
You give too many particulars of right hand and left. "37 Doubt­
less, it was thisfinely honed narrative language, in contrast to 
his o w  n habit of telling everything, that impressed Walter 
Scott most about Austen's "exquisite touch, which renders 
ordinary commonplace things and characters interesting. "38 
It is an irony of literary history, then, that, unlike 
many of her twentieth-century admirers, Austen trusted the 
tale and eschewed the narrative authority often attributed to 
her novels. As in other Tory interpretations, Graham H o u g h 
supports a widely held view of closure in her art and educes 
her familiar Johnsonian cadences without seeing their reflex­
ively subversive contexts.39 The famous opening sentence of 
Pride and Prejudice, for instance, mimics the aphoristic m a n  ­
ner of the Augustan moralist to ridicule the mercenary atti­
tudes toward marriage in the period: "It is a truth universally 
acknowledged, that a single m a  n in possession of a good for­
tune must be in want of a wife" (PP, 3). Superficially, the propo­
sition appears to describe the actual desires of rich bache­
lors in any society; but the absoluteness of the "truth" falling 
abruptly on the periodic "wife" makes the tone suspicious, no 
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longer a mere statement of fact. It suddenly discloses the m o  ­
tives for courtship to be integral to the prevailing economic 
system, which m a d e daughters the pawns of their families in 
settling property. With this situation brought to mind, the 
proposition, far from being universal, applies specifically to 
parents burdened with unmarried daughters, w h o look upon 
any rich bachelor as the one hope of deliverance. Finally, in 
the ensuing dialogue, w  e quickly see that what began as an as­
sertion about life in general has narrowed to the blinkered vi­
sion of Mrs  . Bennet. Not authority, therefore, but only the 
threadbare authoritarian manner is what the narrative tone 
implies. 
B  y contrast to Austen's m o c  k dogmatism, Johnson's 
style in Rambler no. 85 has the strategy of making an opinion 
seem deductively true: "It is certain that any wild Wish or vain 
Imagination never takes such firm Possession of the Mind, as 
w h e n it is found empty and unoccupied. "40 W h y is it certain? 
O  n the authority of the "old peripatetick Principle, that Na­
ture abhors a Vacuum,' Johnson infers a universal mechanism 
to account for daydreaming as well as for atmospheric pres­
sure. Since the mind "will embrace any Thing however absurd 
or criminal rather than be wholly without an Object," Johnson 
concludes that work of any kind, if only embroidering or knit­
ting, is therapeutic against this natural tendency. The essay­
ist's persuasive authority seems incontrovertible, and Austen 
presses its declamatory voice into comic service while pursu­
ing her errant characters' ambitions. As Reuben Brower ob­
serves, Austen's style is a triumph of combining the "traditions 
of poetic satire with those of the sentimental novel."41 Thus, 
rather than attribute the "voice of the author" to Johnson, it is 
more accurate to trace the influence to the Augustan mock-
heroic: "All h u m a n things are subject to decay, / A n d w h e n 
fate s u m m o n s , monarchs must obey. " Closer to h o m e , Austen 
universalizes a less awesome fate: " H u m a n nature is so well 
disposed towards those w h  o are in interesting situations, that a 
young person, w h o either marries or dies, is sure of being 
kindly spoken of."42 
A striking quality of her narrative is its self-conscious 
undermining of the artistic illusion to create a yet deeper im­
pression of reality, the onion-peeling effectfirst exploited in 
Don Quixote. By this strategy the "voice of the author" itself is 
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bracketed in Austen, inevitably related to some character's 
point of view and hence only anotherfictional element. Para­
doxically, Austen gains authority in her narrative by seeming 
to renounce any claim to it, allowing her characters to speak 
for themselves and her readers to indulge in vicarious virtue 
or naughtiness, whatever the textual encounter calls for. Occa­
sionally the "voice of the author" is invoked to implicate the 
reader in a character's private sarcasm at the expense of an­
other, unsuspecting character. 
Perhaps the most embarrassing example of this tech­
nique is in chapter 8 of Persuasion, w h e n Anne is relishing an 
intimate glimpse of Captain Wentworth's secret contempt for 
the deceased Richard Musgrove while outwardly showing "the 
kindest consideration for all that was real and unabsurd in the 
parent's feelings" (P, 68). O  n numerous other occasions two 
characters confide in attacking a third, usually a loquacious 
one—Catherine and Henry versus Mrs . Allen; Elinor and 
Marianne versus Mrs . Jennings; Elizabeth Bennet and her fa­
ther versus M r . Collins; and E m m  a and Mrs . Weston versus 
Miss Bates. But in this scene the "voice of the author" adds 
support to the heroine's rare m o m e n  t of triumphant egotism 
while shielded on the sofa by the corpulent Mrs . Musgrove, 
whose "large fat sighings over the destiny of a son, w h o  m alive 
nobody cared for" are presumably a test of Wentworth's self-
restraint from laughter: "Personal size and mental sorrow have 
certainly no necessary proportions. A large bulkyfigure has as 
good a right to be in deep affliction, as the most graceful set of 
limbs in the world. But, fair or not fair, there are unbecoming 
conjunctions, which reason will patronize in vain,—which 
taste cannot tolerate,—which ridicule will seize" (P, 68). If 
this m o m e n  t of Johnsonian sententiousness seems out of place 
here, remote from the spirit of M r  . Rambler, it is owing largely 
to Austen's very different aesthetic purpose. Mrs . Musgrove, 
w  e are being reminded, is only a comic character, not a flesh-
and-blood creature entitled to genuine grief and thus to our 
human compassion. The issue is nevertheless confused be­
cause Anne Elliot otherwise never expresses such nastiness to­
ward even foolish characters and generally maintains a tone of 
high seriousness. To the carnivorous author—and reader— 
even a character w h  o has exerted a certain hold on life as a free 
individual with a private history becomes fair game as a textual 
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stereotype, to be devoured as food at the narrator's table. 
Again the semiotic model of representation competes with the 
psychological one. 
4.	 Subjective and Objective 
Description 
Inclusive particularity, "thingness" as an end in itself, 
reduced scale, "low life"—these have been features of de­
scription usually conducive to the illusion of the lived charac­
ter. Together with the bifurcations of self and other, of inner 
and outer awareness of self, and of dominant author and pas­
sive reader, minute presentation of the character's mental and 
physical environment has seemed generic to the novel's form. 
Moreover, as opposed to narrative, description is usually taken 
to be static language from the omniscient author and hence 
without voice, often dead weight in the storytelling process 
and most safely skipped if one is in a hurry. Austen's caution to 
Fanny against describing too m u c h recognizes this fact, and 
her o w n novels exemplify an Augustan economy in this re­
spect. Unlike Radcliffe, Scott, or the great Victorian novelists, 
Austen rarely attempts to paint a scene with words and is like­
wise sparing in describing her character's emotions. Always the 
spectre of Tristram's blank, black, or marbled page prompts 
her to leave something for the reader to do. 
Description in Austen's world has generally appeared 
to reflect a limited but solid grasp of things, a welcome relief 
from the modern condition; and until recently her playful ir­
reverence, most conspicuous in Pride and Prejudice and in 
Emma, could be dismissed as a temporary aberration. Yet, de­
spite the reassurance of the Olympian narrative manner, the 
Austen environment is remarkably circumstantial and frag­
mented; consequently, not only is sentimental love anathema, 
but even the most positive attachments have some degree of 
distrust and tend to occur by accident. Daniel Cottom ob­
serves: "As opposed to the providential pattern of communica­
tion which proceeds from a loss of truth through various confu­
sions and errors to a final reclamation of that original truth, 
communication in Austen's novels generally proceeds by half-
measures and half-truths."43 In Cottom's view, Austen marks 
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the end of the eighteenth-century scheme of subordinating 
everyday events to a universal plan; and although she pre­
served the convention of happy endings in her comic plots, 
she differs from her predecessors in stressing the minute c o m  ­
plications of story rather than their formal resolutions. The fra­
gility of individual judgments and the evident incoherence of 
the social background are what her selective description in­
vites the reader to see. 
Description in Austen, however, serves two primary 
and opposite functions: to render emotional states by means of 
a "scientific," disinterested vocabulary and to render the physi­
cal world by means of an individual perspective. To paraphrase 
the authors of the Lyrical Ballads, Austen's aesthetic works to­
ward making the private feelings part of communal experience 
and toward revealing the ordinary outside world to be capable 
of unexpected perceptions.44 In thefirst instance, she uses a 
commonplace diction based on the eighteenth-century sensa­
tionism deriving from Hobbes, Descartes, Locke, H u m e  , 
Hartley, and others; in the second instance, she positions the 
character in a scene with remarkable exactitude and then plays 
upon the vagaries of the lonely mind that images the reality. 
For tracing the character's linear movement of feelings 
in a one-to-one causality of stimuli, A n  n Radcliffe is proba­
bly an important source: 
Her mind was, at length, so m u c h agitated by the 
consideration of her state, and the belief, that she had 
seen Valancourt for the last time, that she suddenly 
became very faint, and, looking round the chamber 
for something that might revive her, she observed the 
casements, and had just strength to throw one open, 
near which she seated herself. The air recalled her 
spirits, and the still moonlight, that fell upon the elms 
of a long avenue, fronting the window, somewhat 
soothed them, and determined her to try whether ex­
ercise and the open air would not relieve the intense 
pain that bound her temples.45 
The mind/body interaction here m a y be reduced schemati­
cally: agitation (caused by the aunt's interference and the lover's 
departure) produces faintness; revived spirits (under the influ­
ence of fresh air and moonlight) result in the desire for exer­
cise to overcome headache. Although mechanically applied in 
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Radcliffe, this nomenclature from eighteenth-century physi­
ology gained n e  w force in Sterne's comicfiction; and Austen 
assimilates it in a style parallel to the economic and arith­
metical language of measurement recognized by M a r k Schorer 
and Dorothy Van Ghent.46 
Just as the mock-heroic "voice of the author' plays 
against omniscient authority, however, so the descriptive m a  ­
trix in Austen helps to bolster up provisionally the threatening 
circumstantiality by alluding to forces that operate according 
to universal laws, though its obsolescent epistemological basis 
also raises doubts about the long-term effect of these forces in 
h u m a  n affairs. Deriving from what Foucault understands as 
one of three avenues to knowledge in the classical episteme— 
Taxinomia, the science of finding identities and differences— 
this matrix of classification already had a quaintly archaic con­
notation in the period of Wordsworth.47 
A few categories of Austen's affective description will 
suffice to show the implicit hierarchy of values in the n o m e n ­
clature. "Agitation" (agitare, "to put in motion") is a word re­
served for the most crucial moments in her novels and almost 
always is applied to a character w h e  n unobserved except by 
the privileged narrator and reader. Inevitably the emotion re­
sults from a conflict with another person. After thefirst news 
of Edward Ferrar's disinheritance, for instance, "Elinor had 
heard enough . .  . to agitate her nerves andfill her mind" (SS, 
297). Catherine Morland's "agitation as they entered the great 
gallery was too m u c h for any endeavour at discourse" (NA, 
191). The thought of the breach between Bingley and Jane 
is traumatic to Elizabeth: "The agitation and tears which the 
subject occasioned brought on a headach [sic]" (PP, 187). 
Since agitation is an involuntary motion produced by some 
outside force, in an ethical world that places the highest value 
on the freedom of the will, it is always met as a danger to the 
self; and the Austen protagonist usually has to exert herself to 
overcome it. 
In terms of the novel's overall textuality, as opposed to 
the individual character's psychology, however, agitation is a 
stimulus to perceive the world of minute things being put into 
motion and acquiring an autonomous life in the narrative: bed 
curtains, door locks, pens, pencils, scissors, pianos, watches, 
toothpick cases, spectacles, and carriages suddenly become 
equivalent to the nerves and spirits, reminding us of Burke s 
idea taken from Stoic philosophy "that the influence of most 
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things on our passions is not so m u c h from the things them­
selves, as from our opinions concerning them."48 Alan McKillop 
has noted h o  w both Richardson and Sterne reduced the scale 
of perception, the latter even to a microscopic extreme; and 
Barbara Hardy has shown that this focus on everyday objects 
is shared by all the major writers of the genre: "The novel can 
create a second coming of things, beautiful or functional, lucid 
or inscrutable, friendly or obstructive, outside ourselves but 
connected with us for better or worse."49 It is this materi­
alistic/kinetic thingness in Austens description that renders 
fully public the character's innermost feelings. 
"Animation" is Austen's principal term for the over­
coming of rest, the ennui inevitable to sensationist beings 
caught in the flux of stimuli. As Newton remarked soberly: 
"[M]otion is m u c h more apt to be lost than got, and is always 
upon the Decay."50 This biological sign tends to be invoked in 
social contexts to register an individual's energy level, and 
often the aristocratic character is perceived to be deficient. 
Pamela's conquest of M r  . B  . is a likely paradigm for Elizabeth's 
advantage over M r  . Darcy, w h  o "seldom appeared really ani­
mated" (PP, 180). Elizabeth's function is to m a k e him smile 
more, just as his is to m a k e her smile less. In contrast to these 
complementary spirits, M r s  . Bennet's and Lydia's laughter 
suggests an animal energy that endangers polite society. Yet, 
as Fielding implies through the character of Blifil, a dearth of 
libido results in sinister behavior; and thus A n n  e Elliot's first 
judgment about her cousin's polished demeanor is ominous: 
"There was never any burst of feeling, any warmth of indigna­
tion or delight, at the evil or good of others' (F, 161). 
Even the most lively temperaments, however, are 
subject to depression, though readily activated again by the 
least change in the environment: Frank Churchill's return to 
Randalls "was a most delightful re-animation of exhausted 
spirits. The worn-out past was sunk in the freshness of what 
was coming" (E, 188). If humors at a fixed, low energy cannot 
be reanimated, they can be altered by external events: M r  . 
Woodhouse's acceptance of E m m a ' s marrying comes about not 
by "any wonderful change of his nervous system, but by the 
operation of the same system in another way" (E, 483). The 
raiding of the poultry houses ("Pilfering was housebreaking to 
M r . Woodhouse's fears") poses a somewhat worse threat than 
the marriage contract to his w o m b e  d space. 
"Flutter of spirits" or simply "nerves" denotes the 
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involuntary operations of the mind, with "fidgettiness" at 
the bottom of the scale of meaningful motions. Marianne's 
"spirits still continued very high, but there was aflutter in 
them which prevented their giving m u c h pleasure to her sis­
ter, and this agitation increased as the evening drew on" (SS, 
161). Elizabeth's "spirits were in a highflutter" as her carriage 
approaches Pemberley (PP, 245); but after contemplating the 
house and grounds, hearing Mrs . Reynolds's account, and see­
ing M r  . Darcy's picture in the gallery amidst his ancestors, her 
opinion rises: "There was certainly at this m o m e n t , in Eliza­
beth's mind, a more gentle sensation towards the origirAil, 
than she had ever felt in the height of their acquaintance' (PP, 
250); then, just before M r  . Darcy himself appears unexpect­
edly, "she thought of his regard with a deeper sentiment of 
gratitude than it had ever raised before" (PP, 251). Harriet's 
"allflutter and happiness" (E, 73), by contrast, is as mechani­
cally reflexive as M r . Woodhouse's "peculiarities and fidget­
tiness" (E, 93), Isabella Knightley's "little nervous head-aches 
and palpitations" (E, 103), and M r  . Elton's and E m m a '  s "irrita­
tion of spirits" (E, 132). A similarly unconscious mind goes 
through the same movements: Maria Bertram's "spirits were 
in as happy aflutter as vanity and pride could furnish" (MP, 
83) at Sotherton, while the machinelike Mrs . Norris "fidget­
ted about" (MP, 104) without more purpose than supplying 
herself with some eggs and cheese from the kitchen, niggardly 
behavior for one associated with Mansfield Park. Ann  e Elliot 
was "quite ashamed of being so nervous" in the scene w h e n 
Wentworth rescues her from little Walter's clutches (P, 81); 
but at the time of Louisa's accident she resembles Captain 
Harville, w h  o "brought senses and nerves that could be in­
stantly useful" (P, 111). In this last context, it will be noticed, 
"nerves" denotes purposeful energy, in contrast to the neu­
rotic behavior of Mary Musgrove or the hystericalfits of 
Henrietta. 
A singular term that implies the interest at the time 
in galvanism as containing the secrets of life occurs early in 
Persuasion: Anne Elliot meets Mrs . Croft "full of strength 
and courage" until she is "electrified' by thefirst mention of 
Wentworth. The word electrified used to describe Anne's in­
stantaneous metamorphosis recalls Erasmus Darwin's experi­
ments on electrifying a strand of vermicelli thus giving it the 
appearance of life, an experiment that inspired Mary Shelley 
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to write a tale about animating a corpse. The static electrical 
"bath" treatment, which Austens brother Edward tried for his 
gout, is also a probable analogy to the shock A n n  e feels in that 
m o m e n t  . In contrast to this au courant image, used only once 
or twice in all of Austen's writing, a traditional allusion conveys 
the m o m e n t of recognition in Emma: "It darted through her, 
with the speed of an arrow" (E, 408). Characters w h  o lack this 
force, the product of the impetus on a body that resists the 
movement , die off before the end of the novel: Mrs . Churchill, 
w h o had "no more heart than a stone to people in general" (E, 
121); M r . Norris, w h o "could no more bear the noise of a child 
than he could fly" (MP, 9); Dr. Grant, w h o , as T o m Bertram 
said, "was a short-neck'd apoplectic sort of fellow, and, plied 
well with good things, would soon pop off" (MP, 24); and M r . 
Elliot, whose cold politeness is metaphorically rewarded by 
his union with Mrs . Clay. In sum, Austen's nomenclature for 
describing a character's emotion and bodily changes implies a 
whole microcosm of kinetic forces that operate at different m o  ­
ments and intensities. Though her minor characters are comi­
cally limited to a few behavioral tics, her central characters are 
rendered as beings with a complex consciousness w h  o struggle 
against their circumstantiality. 
From this brief review of her sensationist taxonomy, it 
should be evident that Austen's descriptive purpose is hardly 
to render a visual image of her character but rather to provide 
a zone of kinetic energy, an environment in which c o m m u  ­
nication of some sort is possible, ranging from the lowliest 
twitching to the most ecstatic impulse. In contrast to such de­
tails of movement , the Austen character's physical appear­
ance—her hairstyle, complexion, physiognomy, manner of 
dress, and the like—is left significantly vague for the reader to 
"fill in"—one reason w h  y attempted dramatizations on stage 
and infilms are especially difficult with this novelist. It should 
also be evident, furthermore, that this system of vectors obvi­
ates the character's individuality by showing her to be par­
ticipating in impersonal and universal forces, and hence not 
wholly responsible for her behavior.51 
At the other end of the spectrum from this "objective " 
description, the Austen character projects herself in the act 
of perceiving and experiences her environment as a p h e n o m e  ­
non. In the earliest novels this technique mostly delineates 
a culpable intentionality, an idea brought h o m  e w h e  n the 
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Dashwood sisters disagree about the identity of a m a n seen in 
the distance: 
Amongst the objects in the scene, they soon discov­
ered an animated one; it was a m a  n on horseback 
riding towards them. In a few minutes they could dis­
tinguish him to be a gentleman; and in a momen t af­
terwards Marianne rapturously exclaimed, 
"It is he; it is indeed;—I know it is!"—And 
was hastening to meet him, when Elinor cried out, 
"Indeed, Marianne, I think you are mistaken. 
It is not Willoughby. The person is not tall enough for 
him, and has not his air." 
" H  e has, he has," cried Marianne, "I a  m sure 
he has. His air, his coat, his horse. I knew h o w soon 
he would come." (SS, 86) 
O  f course, Elinor is right as usual: thefigure turns out to be 
the lacklustre, commonsensical Edward instead of the dashing 
Willoughby; and the narrative does not suggest that her inten­
tionality is involved in spotting her lover. Presumably, here 
the ideal of disinterested observation has its o w  n reward; and 
the reader will never be the wiser about the air, coat, and 
horse of either m a n  . 
Elsewhere, in less morally tendentious encounters, 
positional description renders a character's timbre along with 
the object perceived. Thus E m m a ' s daydreaming at Ford's is a 
tour de force to illustrate h o w " A mind lively and at ease, can 
do with seeing nothing, and can see nothing that does not 
answer" (E, 233). Although M r  . Knightley maintains Elinor 
Dashwood's ideal of objectivity, E m m  a provides a deeper in­
sight concerning the inevitable subjectivity of vision; the at­
tempt to describe things, she recognizes, is always positional, 
and ultimately circular. Despite Tory insistence on his voice 
as norm throughout the story, M r . Knightley is not flexible 
enough to see that E m m  a deliberately improves Harriet's pic­
ture for M r  . Elton's benefit: 
"You have made her too tall, E m m a ,  " said M r . 
Knightley. 
E m m a knew that she had, but would not o w n 
it, and M r  . Elton warmly added, 
" O h  , no! certainly not too tall; not in the 
least too tall. Consider, she is sitting down—which 
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naturally presents a different—which in short gives 
exactly the idea—and the proportions must be pre­
served, you know. Proportions, fore-shortening.— 
O h  , no! It gives one exactly the idea of such a height 
as Miss Smith's. Exactly so indeed!" (£, 48) 
W h a  t is important here is not that M r  . Knightley is right and 
E m m  a knows it, but that they are each approaching the object 
from different perspectives: the one, moral; the other, aes­
thetic.52 M r  . Elton, w  e m a  y safely assume, is merely spouting 
the jargon of art appreciation classes without seeing anything. 
But M r  . Knightley insists on a scientifically objective duplica­
tion, no matter what the cost to Harriet's self-esteem and in­
terest as a subject (also, of course, as a possible object of de­
sire); and E m m  a insists on the artist's prerogative to enhance 
nature and create something suitable for the mantelpiece, a 
point M r  . Elton confusedly supports in his misguided designs 
on the artist. Thanks to the author's o w  n designs, again the 
reader will never find out whether Harriet is relatively tall 
or short, or merely average, in her particular society: the 
hard scientific information of whether she is 5'4" or 5'6" would 
be wholly irrelevant and even destructive to the narrative 
purpose. 
With the help of such dramatized encounters involv­
ing problems of intentionality, Austen seems almost at pains to 
align her taut descriptions of place with the lessons provided 
by Fielding and Sterne before her. The narrator of Tom Jones, 
for example, refused to paint the landscape on the journey to 
London in any detail but instead focused on the disposition of 
the observer: 
The same Taste, the same Imagination, which luxu­
riously riots in these elegant Scenes, can be amused 
with Objects of far inferior Note. The W o o d s , the 
Rivers, the Lawns of Devon and of Dorset, attract the 
Eye of the Ingenious Traveller, and retard his Pace, 
which Delay he afterwards compensates by swiftly 
scouring over the gloomy Heath of Bagshot, or that 
pleasant Plain which extends itself Westward from 
Stockbridge, where no other Object than one single 
Tree only in sixteen Miles presents itself to the View, 
unless the Clouds, in Compassion to our tired Spir­
its, kindly open their variegated Mansions to our 
Prospects.53 
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In the same vein, Austen abrogates her narrative privilege and 
assigns the reader the task of knowing the places alluded to: "It 
is not the object of this work to give a description of Derby­
shire, nor of any of the remarkable places through which their 
route thither lay; Oxford, Blenheim, Warwick, Kenelworth, 
Birmingham, & c . are sufficiently known. A small part of Derby­
shire is all the present concern" (PP, 240). W h e n w e arrive at 
Pemberley immediately after this passage, the narrator cites 
only broad architectural features to register the datum of M r  . 
Darcy's sound Augustan taste, features reminiscent of Squire 
Airworthy's estate or those of the M a  n of Ross.54 
At first glance the description of Pemberley itself may 
appear to stem from an omniscient narrator's point of view; but 
if w  e recall the explicit fact that it is seen from the heroine's 
perspective, even the few details given take on a positional 
significance: 
Elizabeth's mind was too full for conversation, but she 
saw and admired every remarkable spot and point of 
view. They gradually ascended for halfa mile, and then 
found themselves at the top of a considerable emi­
nence, where the wood ceased, and the eye was in­
stantly caught by Pemberley House, situated on the 
opposite side of a valley, into which the road with some 
abruptness wound. It was a large, handsome, stone 
building, standing well on rising ground, and hacked 
by a ridge of high woody hills;—and infront, a stream 
of some natural importance was swelled into greater, 
but without any artificial appearance. Its banks were 
neither formal, nor falsely adorned. Elizabeth was 
delighted. She had never seen a place for which na­
ture had done more, or where natural beauty had 
been so little counteracted by an awkward taste. They 
were all of them w a r m in their admiration; and at that 
m o m e n t she felt, that to be mistress of Pemberley 
might be something! (PP, 245; m  y emphasis) 
W h  o is speaking the words emphasized in this passage? Osten­
sibly the impartial narrator; but the context indicates that 
these judgments m a  y be read as free indirect discourse, to 
be attributed primarily to Elizabeth and seconded by the 
Gardiners. Once individualized, the description becomes ap­
propriated to the temporal scheme of the heroine's musings on 
the scene; and so every detail suddenly takes on a personal 
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significance, a heightened awareness of M r  . Darcy as per­
ceived through the metonyms of the building and grounds. 
Apart from their being proof of the owner's good taste, the de­
tails symbolize masculine power, in the stone edifice as well as 
in all the rising and swelling of the ground and stream. Almost 
as if awed by this immediate sexual apprehension and sup­
ported by her parental surrogates' admiration, Elizabeth's lips 
cannot resist forming the words in silence: "To be mistress of 
Pemberley might be something!" 
Another example of h o  w positional description fuses 
place and personhood in the viewer's mind appears in E m m a ' s 
reverie at D o  n well: 
She felt all the honest pride and complacency which 
her alliance with the present and future proprietor 
could fairly warrant, as she viewed the respectable 
size and style of the building, its suitable, becoming, 
characteristic situation, low and sheltered—its ample 
gardens stretching down to meadows washed by a 
stream, of which the Abbey, with all the old neglect of 
prospect, had scarcely a sight. . . . 
It was a sweet view—sweet to the eye and the 
mind. English verdure, English culture, English com­
fort, seen under a sun bright, without being oppres­
sive. (E, 358-360; m  y emphasis) 
Unlike Elizabeth at Pemberley, E m m  a does not discover any­
thing n e w about the hero in her perception of this landscape, 
and the abrupt sight of him together with her young friend 
only increases the pleasure of the place rather than arousing 
any jealousy at this stage. Instead, M r  . Knightley and the 
Donwell estate are perceived as a unity, connoting all that is 
good in an agrarian culture; his attention to Harriet is part of 
his nurturing role in the scene. The positional description 
moves from this state of tranquil receptivity to a more ag­
gressive, judgmental intentionality: 
There had been a time also w h e n E m m  a would have 
been sorry to see Harriet in a spot so favourable for 
the Abbey-Mill Farm; but n o w she feared it not. It 
might be safely viewed with all its appendages of 
prosperity and beauty, its rich pastures, spreading 
flocks, orchard in blossom, and light column of smoke 
ascending. (E, 360; m  y emphasis) 
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With complete confidence that M r  . Knightley belongs to her, 
E m m  a never questions the tete-a-tete before her but gloats 
instead on her having separated her protegee from Robert 
Martin, represented by Abbey-Mill Farm. Conveyed by free 
indirect discourse, the few attributes of the picturesque scene, 
however, are enough to assure us not only of what Harriet 
Smith is in danger of losing, thanks to her friend's overreach­
ing, but also of a mind open to pastoral beauty, a mind worthy 
of M r  . Knightley. The details themselves, it will be seen, are 
the barest essentials of almost any landscape painting of the 
day, with its requisite column of smoke rising from the cottage 
chimney. W h a  t matters is that E m m  a perceives it under the 
particular conditions of the m o m e n t : and at this m o m e n t the 
place is infused in her mind with the spirit of M r  . Knightley. 
Character in Austen, w  e have seen, is an image of in­
dividual life stemming from a variety of represented speech 
within meaningful contexts. Although singled out in the story 
as a person with a particular n a m  e and a certain history, w h e  n 
not merely referred to but actually doing something, the char­
acter is a voice within a multiple structure of discourse. She 
m a y be reified and given psychological motives in the reading 
process, but her textual existence is linguistic, subject to the 
limits of words and empty spaces, with intentional and unin­
tentional mimetic effects. Austen's parodic art mixes uneasily 
with her "serious" moral realism, and consequently at times 
the sincere ideal appears to conflict with role-playing as a way 
of being. 
Traditional dichotomies for understanding the indi­
vidual consciousness are still useful; but Austen's reflexive text 
shows the provisional otherness of self called forth in her origi­
nal use of free indirect discourse. Instead of having rigid iden­
tities, characters in her novels inhabit afield and often quite 
literally speak the same language as well as share the same 
mind-set. Although the narrators m a  y project authority and 
normative stances, their main function is to render the charac­
ter'sfinite point of view without invoking the privileges of au­
thorial omniscience; and in free indirect discourse the story­
teller and the subject become indistinguishable. Through the 
same positional strategy, Austen turns even description into a 
kinetic language, which merges subject and object in the phe­
n o m e n o  n of the encounter. 
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Like dancing, playing cards, or writing a novel, con­
versation is a structured event, usually involving three roles— 
a speaker, a listener, and an observer of the exchange. Tristram 
addresses the reader while recording his mother's interruption 
of his father, and likewise Walter addresses his wife while spy­
ing on Toby and Mrs . W a d m a  n at close quarters. In Austen, 
except for occasional narrative interference, the third role goes 
unnoticed for long stretches, as the external reader quietly 
eavesdrops on direct discourse. Although the topics of conver­
sation m a  y vary from the weather, travel time and distance, 
food and health, gardening, novels and poetry, preaching, the 
navy, the poor, and entailments, gossip is what exercises the 
participants the most; and so a fourth part in conversation m a  y 
befilled by the person spoken about, w h  o is usually identified 
by certain roles each time he or she is mentioned. 
Numerous characters, especially servants, o w e their 
existence in the text solely to the way they are perceived by 
other characters. Robert Martin, for instance, does "actually" 
make a brief appearance but never says a word himself; his 
function throughout the story is mainly as a referent; even his 
letter to Harriet is used as a text (without any specimens re­
produced) for a lesson on the writing style of a gentleman. A 
far more peripheral character like Hannah, the daughter of the 
Woodhouses' servant, James, owes her textual life to a single 
item—her exemplary deference to authority and poor nerves 
alike: '"Whenever I see her, she always curtseys and asks m  e 
h o w I do, in a very pretty manner; and w h e n you have had her 
here to do needlework, I observe she always turns the lock of 
the door the right way and never bangs it'" (E, 9). Similarly, 
the Bennet's housekeeper, Mrs . Hill, attains existence w h e n 
Mrs. Bennet wants to speak to her about the scarcity offish on 
the day that M r  . Bingley is mistakenly supposed to dine with 
them (PP, 61); at a later point, this same referent is allowed a 
few words of joy over Lydia's wedding plans (PP, 301, 307); and 
finally, without being named or credited, this good w o m a  n is 
doubtless to be thanked for the succulent roast venison served 
to M r . Bingley and M r . Darcy (PP, 342). Not just servants but 
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many other voiceless members of the community, including 
the deceased, exert a significant hold on the discourse at cen­
ter stage. 
Not words per se but the expressed intentions of the 
principals are what structure conversation: the whole encoun­
ter depends on cooperation between the speaker and the lis­
tener to permit the rhythm of stimulus and response. Without 
a partner w h  o agrees to interact appropriately, not only re­
maining silent out of deference, but also reciprocating with the 
corresponding sounds and gestures w h e n called upon, the 
speaker is at a loss in the performance; and hard feelings en­
sue. Because of their primordial rivalry for control over the 
drawing room, Austen's older w o m e  n especially have diffi­
culties in conversation and often depart from an encounter in 
deep discontent. B  y contrast, the heroines, as w  e have seen, 
are both model speakers and listeners, capable of repartee or 
moral sentiment, depending on the situation; and if they do 
not k n o  w exactly h o  w to cajole their counterparts in the heat of 
the m o m e n t , they are lucky enough to produce an effective re­
sponse anyway, as in Catherine Morland's disarmingly ingenu­
ous replies to Henry. 
Amidst the variety of speaking in Austen's novels, be­
sides conversation as an experience having a direct impact on 
the character's thoughts, there are moments of unstructured 
talk, discourse run wild in the text like mutational sports that 
lacks proper listeners. H u m o r  s appear w h  o assert their pres­
ence by the energy of sheer ejaculation, often without the 
least concern for a response from an interlocutor. Like the use­
ful instruction given by bad actors, w h  o by breaking the rules 
reveal what is requisite of art, their unedited flow creates a 
needed waste in the text to put into relief the highly selective 
language used to etch the central characters. Despite their in­
consequential talk in dramatic situations, these comic humors 
season the narrative feast, particularly w h e  n mimicked by an­
other character in free indirect discourse. 
A m o n  g all of Austen's heavy talkers, Miss Bates is the 
most capacious source of meaning not only for the story but, 
more importantly, for the author's technique of representing 
speech in general. Although Mary Lascelles pointed out years 
ago the importance of Miss Bates's speeches in letting the 
reader in on the secret engagement of Jane Fairfax and Frank 
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Churchill, their value as discourse of the mind has usually es­
caped notice, though Marilyn Butler comes close to the point 
by recognizing the essential isolation of this character.1 In 
studying the way in which characters perceive each other, 
Susan Morgan probably declares a widespread assumption 
about this loquacious humor: "Miss Bates tells everybody 
everything; facts, feelings, details jumbled together, as fast as 
she thinks of them. . . . Unlike those w h o perceive according 
to preconceived structures, Miss Bates doesn't shape or select 
or distinguish at all."2 
O  n two important occasions, however, Miss Bates 
surprises us by showing that indeed she does shape, select, 
and distinguish: during the visit to Hartfield, w h e  n she almost 
perversely insists on the truth in contrast to Frank Churchill's 
flimsy alibi about M r . Perry's plans to set up a carriage; and, of 
course, on Box Hill w h e n she suddenly penetrates E m m a ' s 
witticism and confronts the heroine with her tactlessness. At 
times this prolific word-maker acts like the author'sfifth col­
umnist by stepping into a scene and playing havoc with the 
"clever' talkers in the story; and among Miss Bates's various 
functions, perhaps the most intriguing is the expression of an 
existential loneliness that no other characters can voice in 
their polite conversation. Through direct discourse, unfiltered 
by the narrator and usually ignored by the other characters, a 
voice enters the text to disclose the possibility of an "inner" 
life omitted in the story proper. 
In contrast to the speech acts of real-life situations, 
with all the variables of physical sound, gesture, and counte­
nance, afictional character's direct discourse needs to be rigor­
ously contextualized to have meaning; and in Austen there are 
some surprisingly indeterminate moments because of the 
spare narrative economy. To help read Miss Bates's humor, it 
will be useful to examine less complex talkers in the repertory. 
Mrs . Jennings comes closest to Miss Bates as a good-natured 
talker, whereas Mrs . Bennet's language rarely includes non-
contingent relationships. Though not presented as a humorous 
talker, Mrs . Allen has stretches of unforgettable discourse and 
surely belongs to the archetype of monologist that is most 
complete in Miss Bates. O n e liability shared by all these char­
acters is the unwillingness of others, doubtless including m a n  y 
external readers, to listen to their prattle. 
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1.	 Mrs. Allen: "No Real Intelligence to 
Give7 
A m o n  g the man  y samples of pointless talk in North-
anger Abbey, Mrs . Allen's discourse reveals the most narrow 
form of associationism: "Dress was her passion" (NA, 20); and 
on every occasion without fail she is the materialistic half of 
Pope's antithesis, "O  r stain her honour, or her n e  w brocade,' 
oblivious to the moral significance of events: "With more care 
for the safety of her n e w gown than for the comfort of her pro­
tegee [sic], Mrs . Allen made her way through the throng of 
m e n " (NA, 21). Besides not having children of her o w n , she is 
hopelessly incompetent as a foster-parent to Catherine during 
their visit to Bath. The most serious problem of her obsession 
with clothes, in brief, is its utter replacement of normal hu­
m a  n relationships, which is evident in her inane effort at con­
versation. W h e  n Catherine is dejected by being alone at the 
dance, "Mrs . Allen did all that she could do in such a case by 
saying very placidly, every n o  w and then, 1 wish you could 
dance, m y dear,—I wish you could get a partner." For some 
time her young friend felt obliged to her for these wishes; but 
they were repeated so often, and proved so totally ineffectual, 
that Catherine grew tired at last, and would thank her no more"' 
(NA, 21). W h a t makes Mrs . Allen's speech acts "so totally inef­
fectual " is their schizoidal separation from the other's pres­
ence, a handicap underscored summarily by the narrator, for 
instance, in the meeting with Mrs . Thorpe, "talking both to­
gether, far more ready to give than to receive information, and 
each hearing very little of what the other said " (NA, 32). Over­
whelmed by the latter's plethora of information to give, thanks 
to a numerous family, Mrs . Allen "was forced to sit and appear 
to listen to all these maternal effusions, consoling herself, how ­
ever, with the discovery, which her keen eye soon made , that 
the lace on Mrs. Thorpe's pelisse was not half so handsome as 
that on her own ' ' (NA, 32). Despite this fundamental barrier, 
however, the two w o m e n come together almost daily "in what 
they called conversation, but in which there was scarcely ever 
any exchange of opinion, and not often any resemblance of 
subject, for Mrs. Thorpe talked chiefly of her children, and 
Mrs. Allen of her gowns" (NA, 36). In its transparent reduc­
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tionism, the humorous split between the two contending 
speakers highlights other individualized discourses in the 
story that pretend to express real feeling by emulating senti­
mental and Gothic texts. 
Mrs . Allen's total withdrawal from any concern with 
others is one of Catherine's early discoveries about her en­
vironment, and the woman's speech habits are the means to 
this truth: 
from habitude very little incommoded by the remarks 
and ejaculations of Mrs . Allen, whose vacancy of mind 
and incapacity for thinking were such, that as she 
never talked a great deal, so she could never be en­
tirely silent; and, therefore, while she sat at her work, 
if she lost her needle or broke her thread, if she heard 
a carriage in the street, or saw a speck upon her gown, 
she must observe it aloud, whether there were any 
one at leisure to answer her or not. (NA, 60-61) 
Conversely, later in this same chapter Catherine tries to give a 
signal for help from Mrs . Allen while fending off John Thorpe's 
Claverton D o w  n scheme; but it is in vain, for the w o m a  n "not 
being at all in the habit of conveying any expression herself by 
a look, was not aware of its being ever intended by any body 
else' (NA, 61). If M r . Allen, among thefirst of the sullen coun­
terparts to loquacious humors in Austen's gallery, objects to 
"young m e n and w o m e n driving about the country in open 
carriages" on grounds of impropriety, his wife objects simply 
because "a clean gown is notfive minutes wear in them' (NA, 
104). Yet neither one shows any emotion upon the announce­
ment of James's engagement to Isabella: "It was to Catherine 
the most surprizing insensibility' (NA, 125). Apparently the 
Allen marriage "works," w  e are to understand, because it is 
based on a mutual insensibility and psychological isolation, an 
arrangement implied by La Rochefoucauld: "Good marriages 
do exist, but not delectable ones."3 After her ultimate crisis of 
expulsion from Northanger to Fullerton, Catherine can expect 
even less consolation from the Aliens than from her o w  n par­
ents: while Mrs . Morland at least looks for an appropriate text 
of morality to suit her daughter's situation, Mrs . Allen can only 
repeat her husband's "wonder," "conjectures,' and "explana­
tions" (NA, 237). 
Since Mrs . Allen is radically cut off from her environ­
115 
Speech 
ment in all but the instrumentality of clothes, she has little to 
communicate, not even whether the Tilneys are dead or alive: 
"Catherine inquired no further; she had heard enough to feel 
that Mrs . Allen had no real intelligence to give" (NA, 69). 
Though the primary meaning here of "intelligence" is "infor­
mation," the narrator m a  y also be invoking Henry's sense of 
"intellectual poverty." E m m  a Woodhouse is often in a parallel 
position with Miss Bates as Catherine is with Mrs . Allen; but 
there is one very significant difference: Miss Bates's speech, as 
w  e shall see, almost always offers information to anyone w h  o 
cares to listen. 
No real intelligence to give: Mrs . Allen's discourse fails 
both as constative and as performative speech, but the nar­
rator emphasizes the former specifically. It is for Catherine, 
however, to registerfirsthand the boredom Mrs . Allen's m o  ­
notonous conversation elicits; and her discernment here aligns 
her perfectly with Henry w h e n he pronounces on the quality 
of life at Fullerton: " W h a  t a picture of intellectual poverty!" 
(NA, 79). 
2.	 Mrs. Jennings: "A Voice of Great 
Compassion' 
While Mrs . Allen is the ejaculating solitary self, Mrs . 
Jennings, in Sense and Sensibility, introduced misleadingly as 
"full of jokes and laughter" (SS, 34), is vicariously involved in 
the lives of the young—whether in their throes of courtship or 
their fears during pregnancy—and immediately feels compas­
sion w h e n called upon, as in the jilting of Marianne: "Poor 
soul! I a  m sure if I had had a notion of it, I would not have 
joked her about it for all m  y money" (SS, 195). Despite first 
appearances, her busy talk is never really malicious, as Elinor 
comes to learn and later instructs her sister, but shows a genu­
ine interest in others and always has something to c o m  ­
municate. 
Devoid of any illusions concerning herself, she is "in­
variably kind" (SS, 168) and exposes the egocentric blindness 
of Marianne, w h o "expected from other people the same opin­
ions and feelings as her o w n  , and [who] . . . judged of their 
motives by the immediate effect of their actions on herself" 
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(SS, 202). Unlike other matchmakers, particularly Mrs . Ben-
net and E m m  a Woodhouse, Mrs . Jennings is remarkably ob­
servant and often lucky in guessing at the potential outcome of 
the action. Her power of instilling fear in Elinor as well as in 
Marianne is a function of her penetrating curiosity and quick­
ness in discovering relationships in reflexive imitation of the 
author. Far from being incidental to the action like Mrs . Allen, 
Mrs . Jennings serves at least three important functions in this 
novel: (1) as a comic humor to ventilate the presumed opposi­
tion between "sense" and "sensibility," or between rational 
judgment and emotional response; (2) as a maternal figure to 
give support, rarely shown in Austen, against the status quo; 
and (3) as a dramatized reader whose responses to the story 
are a proximate version of the outside reader's. 
From the beginning, Mrs . Jennings's loquacious pres­
ence helps to free the narrative from the rigid eighteenth-
century dichotomy implied by the title of this novel and thus 
to allow a broader range of ethical language than Elinor's 
conduct-book vocabulary provides.4 Both characters d e m o n  ­
strate that perception must involve both the feelings and the 
intellect in order to interact with others fully, but the good 
widow also shows a visceral response to Marianne's pathos that 
would be unthinkable in the exemplary heroine. Against the 
narcissistic sensibility of Marianne, Mrs . Jennings's honest 
self-deprecation is a welcome antidote of c o m m o n sense: "Aye, 
it is afine thing to be young and handsome. Well! I was young 
once, but I never was very handsome—worse luck for m e  . 
However I got a very good husband, and I don't k n o w what 
the greatest beauty can do more" (SS, 163). 
Likewise, her ebullient speech relieves the senten­
tious exactitude in Elinor's discourse. Perhaps spoken on her 
sister's as well as on her o w  n behalf, nevertheless Elinor's re­
fusal ("a grateful but absolute denial") to accompany Mrs . Jen­
nings to London m a y be a trifle self-complacent and m a y war­
rant the volley of parental advice that follows: "I a  m sure your 
mother will not object to it; for I have had such good luck in 
getting m  y o w  n children off m  y hands, that she will think m  e a 
very fit person to have the charge of you; and if I don't get one of 
you at least well married before I have done with you, it shall 
not be m  y fault" (SS, 153-54). If the sentiment sounds absurdly 
coarse to the delicate ears of the Dashwood sisters, neverthe­
less it represents not only the way of the world but probably 
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the author's buried aggression against literary paragons of vir­
tue. Elinor herself offers no argument against the woman's 
well-intentioned pragmatism; and thus Mrs  . Jennings's pre­
diction turns out to be right, her voice fulfilling the implied 
reader's desires in comedy. 
In a society where "female sensibility" prohibited al­
lusions to the body, M r s  . Jennings's frankness about sexuality 
and pregnancy brings some fresh air to the stuffy drawing room. 
Pamela, w  e recall, was deeply embarrassed by M r  . B.'s slightest 
hint of their expecting a child;5 similarly, Mrs  . Jennings's 
pointed references to M r s . Palmer's condition shocks her more 
correct daughter: "Lady Middleton could no longer endure 
such a conversation, and therefore exerted herself to ask M r  . 
Palmer if there was any news in the paper" (SS, 108). Later, 
however, her proud speculation, "I warrant you she is a fine 
size by this time" (SS, 163), fails to disturb Colonel Brandon, 
thereby proving his ingenuousness. Ironically, by rumoring 
him to be the natural father of little Eliza, her fantasy hints of a 
sex life otherwise unthinkable in this virtuous bachelor, and 
hence spices up the dullish Grandisonian wr-text. 
A humorous composite of both sense and sensibility, 
Mrs . Jennings can alternate effortlessly between the economic 
advantages of a match and the claims of the heart; but in serv­
ing eros she can also substitute one partner for another with­
out any qualms. For instance, she mistakes Colonel Brandon's 
remark to Elinor ("I a  m afraid it cannot take place very soon") 
for a postponement of their marriage. Earlier, she had matched 
him to Marianne: "Astonished and shocked at so unlover-like a 
speech, she was almost ready to cry out, 'Lord! what should 
hinder it?'—but checking her desire, confined herself to this 
silent ejaculation. 'This is very strange!—sure he need not 
wait to be older'" (SS, 281). He  r jumbling together frag­
ments of conversation to spin out yet another romantic match 
is not merely quixotic, however, for Elinor herself feels such 
gratitude for his beneficence that their interview does have 
the emotional intensity of a proposal scene. As a festive spirit 
secretly urging the couple toward union, Mrs  . Jennings re­
flects impatiently on Colonel Brandon's age and presumably 
weak libido ("This is very strange!—sure he need not wait to 
be older"). Thus her role here is to say what neither the nar­
rator nor any character other than Marianne is allowed the 
honesty to say. 
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Remnants of a medieval folk tradition about garrulous 
and concupiscent widows survive in Mrs . Jennings's match-
making role, but her indiscriminate benevolence and d e m o  ­
cratic championing of virtue in distress probably o w e some­
thing to the eighteenth-century vogue of D o  n Quixote, 
represented most successfully in Fielding's Parson A d a m s .  6 
Being a mixture of quite different ethical and psychological at­
titudes, Mrs . Jennings at times evokes the aggressive sexuality 
of a Wife of Bath or a Mrs  . Jewkes; and at other times she can 
suddenly become the surrogate mother of the Dashwood sis­
ters, replacing the ineffectual, even harmful, guidance of their 
o w n sentimental mother. Already on the road to London she is 
the jovial benefactress, ever solicitous toward the girls' physi­
cal comfort and "only disturbed that she could not make them 
choose their o w  n dinners at the inn" (SS, 160). Although 
Elinor does grow to love this w o m a  n by the time of Marianne's 
critical illness, w h e n the widow risks her o w n health to assist 
with the nursing (SS, 308), nevertheless it is not clear in the 
structure of the story what impact, if any, this awakened sen­
sibility is to have on the heroine. Likewise, the narrator hast­
ily notes Marianne's changed feelings toward Mrs  . Jennings 
(SS, 341), but again without indicating their consequences. 
S o m  e of this ambiguity, it seems safe to assume, reflects the 
author's o w  n unfinished business in working out all the details 
of the story. 
Perhaps most remarkable is the resistance, sometimes 
hostility, felt toward Mrs  . Jennings's nurturing offices. Quite 
apart from all her unwanted conviviality in previous scenes, 
upon discovering that Marianne has been jilted, Mrs . Jennings 
suddenly speaks "in a voice of great compassion" (SS, 192), but 
to no avail. That Mrs  . Jennings is perfectly sincere is never in 
doubt: the interpretative problem is the Dashwoods' reluctant 
acceptance of her effort to comfort them, as if someone w h o 
talks too m u c  h is irredeemable under any circumstances; the 
same problem reappears in E m m  a Woodhouse's implacable 
hatred of Miss Bates. 
The narrative renders suspicious h o w the recipients 
of charity are to comport themselves under the circumstances: 
the emphasis on "all the indulgent fondness of a parent to­
wards a favourite child on the last day of its holidays" (SS, 193) 
is hardly reassuring to a wounded ego like Marianne's; and the 
beneficence of "sweetmeats and olives, and a goodfire' is sec­
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ondary to what poor Elinor endures on behalf of her mute sis­
ter in properly acknowledging the widow's services, whose 
"effusions were often distressing, and sometimes almost ridic­
ulous" (SS, 193). Given their social deprivation at the m o  ­
ment, something seems askew in Elinor's tone toward one 
w h o is trying to salvage what little is left to them. W h e n Mrs . 
Jennings produces her ultimate remedy, ' "some of the finest 
old Constantia wine in the house that ever was tasted, ' for 
Marianne's indisposition, the report that it was her husband's 
favorite tonic for "his old cholicky gout" causes Elinor to smile 
"at the difference of the complaints for which it was recom­
mended" (SS, 198). Within the matrix of giving and receiving, 
Elinor, as well as her more obviously indulgent sister, cannot 
help but resent the power they must surrender to the donor. 
Minor characters can be useful indicators for con­
fronting the text; in fact, they are texts themselves, blue books 
for reading the larger fabric of the novel. Mrs . Jennings's pen­
chant for matchmaking is humorously reflexive of the reader's 
o w  n prying into the narrative and into the characters' cryptic 
messages; and at some moments she, like the narrator, ob­
serves more of the story than Elinor herself, no matter h o w 
self-disciplined. The widow m a y be "a great wonderer," but 
her uninhibited gusto counters the delusions of sensibility. O  n 
the contrary, her discourse always expresses a genuine humil­
ity at the cost of an outspoken earthiness: and if its "form' m a y 
cause Elinor to smile, its substance is often worthwhile. With­
out suspecting Lucy Steele's secret engagement, for example, 
she nevertheless fathoms her character: "but as for Lucy, she 
is such a sly little creature, there is no finding out w h  o she 
likes " (SS, 148). Described from the beginning of the story as 
"remarkably quick in the discovery of attachments" (SS, 36), 
she is the first to detect Colonel Brandon's falling in love 
with Marianne and to find out that the latter has been with 
Willoughby to Allenham (SS, 67). 
Mrs . Jennings is so observant, indeed, that until 
Marianne's emotional collapse in London, a large part of the 
story's suspense involves Elinor's careful maneuvering to keep 
the truth hidden from her; and after that crisis, all three 
w o m e n  , like a trio in a Mozart opera, vie with one another in 
interpreting the events leading up to Willoughby's stormy con­
fession at Cleveland. Mrs . Jennings's most telling humor, 
therefore, is in her privilege to the truth that those with either 
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an excess of reason (Elinor) or an excess of emotion (Marianne) 
are bound to distort. From the perspective of the 1790s, it is 
tempting to see her as the authors parodic foil to the tired 
eighteenth-century debate over which was essential to h u m a  n 
perception (reason versus the imagination).7 If Austen herself 
never theoretically resolved the problem so brilliantly dis­
cussed by her contemporaries Wordsworth and Coleridge, at 
least she could find a voice, no matter h o  w secondary, to ex­
press the anxiety of h u m a n existence in general. Mrs . Jennings 
is not to be ignored on this account. 
3.	 Mrs. Bennet: "A Complete 
Victory" 
Talk as oral aggression and silence as defense, a 
frequent pattern in Sense and Sensibility, are keyed in the 
structure of Pride and Prejudice, where the conflict between 
parents and children becomes a major subject in the narrative. 
Introducedflatly as a " w o m a  n of m e a  n understanding, little in­
formation, and uncertain temper" (PP, 5), Mrs . Bennet's dis­
course promises to be tedious and yet unexpectedly throws 
light on the central agon. Though not so repetitive as Mrs . Al­
len's preoccupation with clothes, the same refrain of material/ 
moral dichotomy appears in her good opinion of Mrs . Hurst's 
gown (PP, 13), of Colonel Forsters regimentals (PP, 29), of 
Mrs. Gardiner's information about long sleeves (PP, 140), and 
of Lydia's marriage once "all the particulars of calico, muslin, 
and cambric" (PP, 307) are decided. Unlike Mrs . Jennings's 
matchmaking pursuit, Mrs . Bennet's obsessive interest is in 
the economic disposal of her children without any sentimental 
lingering: "If I can but see one of m  y daughters happily settled 
at Netherfield . . . and all the others equally well married, I 
shall have nothing to wish for" (PP, 9). A  n insensitive manip­
ulator, she interferes even to the extent of commanding her 
daughter to accept a ridiculous marriage proposal: "Lizzy, I in­
sist upon your staying and hearing M r . Collins"(PP, 104). Pos­
sessing few redeeming qualities, this character functions 
mainly as an obstacle, a sena irata of comedy, whose tactless 
words threaten the progress of romance. 
Though outre in the manner of Mrs . Allen and Mrs . 
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Jennings, Mrs . Bennet's principal role in the novel is to com­
pensate for woman's inferior social position by wielding power 
through offensive speech and by resorting to her "nerves" as a 
defense whenever convenient. Often she is a mouthpiece to 
spew out ideas prohibited in civil conversation but relevant to 
the circumstances, as is demonstrated emphatically in the 
scene upon Elizabeth's return from Hunsford: 
"And so, I suppose, they often talk of having Long-
bourn w h e n your father is dead. They look upon it 
quite as their o w n , I dare say, whenever that 
happens." 
"It was a subject which they could not m e n ­
tion before m e . " 
" N o . It would have been strange if they had. 
But I m a k e no doubt, they often talk of it between 
themselves." (PP, 228) 
To suspect the Collinses of gloating over their eventual inheri­
tance of Longbourn m a y betray a "mean understanding" and 
"little information," but granted the egocentric norm of this 
comic world it is distinctly possible that they do, after all, 
"often talk of it between themselves." M r . Collins's previous 
gesture of "atonement" to the Bennets m a d  e plain that the en­
tail was very m u c h on his mind, and Mrs . Bennet has good 
reason to believe that the "Lucases are very artful people in­
deed" (PP, 140). 
Despite her muddled reasoning in an argument, Mrs . 
Bennet is at times disquietingly right about other characters; 
and her talk has the advantage offilling in m a n y empty spaces 
in the dialogue and narrative, and of thus imitating the reader's 
activity. As is already clear from the opening chapter of the 
novel, her speech has two basic functions: to play alazon to the 
other's eiron8 in dialogue, and to demonstrate the false intent 
of polite conversation. But indirectly, her free talk is useful in 
expressing the various moods of frustration that arise from 
woman's subjugation in a male-dominated society; hence, as if 
to reify a self perpetually disappearing in a void, her words ex­
plode spontaneously to release energy and create a presence. 
The Bennets' humorous dialogue plays upon the motif 
of marital asymmetry, the ideal situation for point/counter­
point discourses, which intrigued the author in the lives of her 
real acquaintances and recurs throughout her novels.9 Mrs . 
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Allen, for instance, "was one of that numerous class of females, 
whose society can raise no other emotion than surprise at 
there being any m e n in the world w h o could like them well 
enough to marry them" (NA, 20). The Allen marriage, w  e have 
seen, is a schizoidal partnership; and a similar defensive with­
drawal afflicts other couples, like the Palmers, the Collinses, 
the John Knightleys, and the Bertrams. Mrs . Palmer's disposi­
tion, "strongly endowed by nature with a turn for being uni­
formly civil and happy" (SS, 106-07), is the elixir that enables 
two disparate individuals to interact harmoniously, " ' M r  . Pal­
mer is so droll! . . . H e is always out of h u m o u r " (SS, 112). The 
usual rhetorical pattern of these asymmetrical couples sets in 
opposition a malcontent w h  o refuses either to talk amiably or 
to talk at all and a gregarious character w h  o talks uncontrolla­
bly; and in all of this comic exchange w  e see the persistent 
loneliness of selfhood. Although not really a conversation, 
nevertheless if it proves to be a euphoric experience, talk can 
be another play activity for escaping self-consciousness. 
In the brilliant first chapter of Pride and Prejudice, 
Mrs. Bennet's imperviousness to her husband's wit initiates the 
underlying antagonism between male and female, between 
parents and children, and between courter and courted, which 
the story develops in the protagonists. While M r  . Bennet has 
the upper hand throughout this conversation and the narrator 
dismisses his spouse summarily as a fool, in retrospect w  e see 
that neither husband nor wife really disagrees over the "truth 
universally acknowledged,' but that the issue between them 
is what appropriate verbal strategy to adopt in coping with the 
urgent need of marrying off their five daughters within the al­
lotted time. 
Whereas Mrs . Bennet loudly testifies to the "truth" 
and echoes the literal terms of the proposition about "  A single 
m a n of large fortune," M r . Bennet pretends to a serene de­
tachment from which to bait his wife in a cat-and-mouse game. 
A cynical recluse w h  o had married a w o m a  n for her looks and 
n o w must endure her vulgarity, M r . Bennet functions as yet 
another interloper in Austen's comic world, one w h  o delights 
in mocking the predictable language that situations call forth. 
In this he resembles Henry Tilney w h e n he parodys a young 
woman's diary at Bath or her thrill at visiting a Gothic m a n ­
sion, and also Frank Churchill w h e n he teases M r . Woodhouse 
about drafts or Jane Fairfax about their secret engagement. If 
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such meddlers m a  y not escape reproach, they still represent 
the writer's privilege toward the text. 
In all this discourse usually one speaker needs to tam­
per with the frame to gain control over the situation. By a 
strange twist of reflexivity, M r  . Bennet's self-deprecation is a 
means of ruling others in a situation where the imminence of 
his o w  n death—the ultimate detachment—can arouse a sar­
donic laugh rather than fear and trembling. Like D o  n Quixote 
and M r . Yorick, this character is quite aware of his textual mor­
tality and has no real choice but to submit to his all-seeing 
author: 
" M  y dear, do not give way to such gloomy thoughts. 
Let us hope for better things. Let usflatter ourselves 
that / m a y be the survivor." 
This was not very consoling to M r s . Bennet, 
and, therefore, instead of making any answer, she 
went on as before. (PP, 130) 
If M r s . Bennet m a y be counted upon to articulate what polite 
conversation rules out, it is M r  . Bennet's prerogative to reflect 
sardonically on his textual fate, leaving his interlocutor 
speechless within the scene. At the story level he m a y be a 
disgruntled husband and father, but from the perspective of 
the author and reader he is often the "dramatized narrator" 
and consequently seems like a lonely prankster among fools, 
listening to M r  . Collins "with the keenest enjoyment, main­
taining at the same time the most resolute composure of coun­
tenance, and except in an occasional glance at Elizabeth, re­
quiring no partner in his pleasure" (PP, 68). 
A less satisfactory role than as butt for her husband's 
ridicule is Mrs . Bennet's inclusion in the satire on false po­
liteness illustrated at length by M r  . Collins's speeches and 
stereotyped by M r s . Philips, w h o was "quite awed by such an 
excess of good breeding" (PP, 73). Sincerity of feeling and ex­
pression is the norm in this novel, and Elizabeth's and Darcy's 
candor—even rudeness—sets them apart from most of the 
other speakers. N  o less aflatterer than M r  . Collins recognizes 
the value of sincerity and admits that, while "suggesting and 
arranging such little elegant compliments as m a y be adapted 
to ordinary occasions, I always wish to give them as unstudied 
an air as possible" (PP, 68). Though usually remembered for 
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her bluff form of address, Mrs . Bennet occasionally falls in 
with M r . Collins's m o d e of speech whenever something is to 
be gained by it; and her design inevitably fails. 
During the "ceremony of leave-taking," for example, 
she invites M r  . Collins "with great politeness and cordiality" 
to return to Longbourn soon only to learn a m o m e n  t later of 
his engagement to Charlotte Lucas. Similarly, while aping his 
obsequiousness toward Lady Catherine, "Mrs . Bennet, all 
amazement, thoughflattered by having a guest of such high 
importance, received her with the utmost politeness" (PP, 351) 
but in turn is spurned "very resolutely and not very politely." 
Her susceptibility toflattery, however, is more convincing 
than her attempt to conjure an effect in others; and she re­
sponds automatically to her husband's compliment on her al­
leged beauty and to M r  . Collins's report of her sister's gra­
ciousness. O f course, the mere hint of a marriage proposal 
changes her completely: "the m a  n w h o  m she could not bear to 
speak of the day before, was n o w high in her good graces" (PP, 
71). Since mainly functional as the voice of unmentionable 
ideas, Mrs . Bennet's role in the satire on false politeness is 
neither consistent nor important, possibly yet another ex­
ample of remnant cloth from the cutting room. 
In the eighteenth-century moral psychology incorpo­
rated in Austen's narrative, repressed emotion is a means of 
some personal autonomy under circumstances that are finally 
beyond the individual's control. Consequently, moments of 
greatest tension translate into incomplete messages, like 
Darcy's abrupt proposal (PP, 189), which requires a long letter 
of explanation afterward, like Georgiana's "short sentence" 
(PP, 267), painfully produced during a hostile conversation, or 
like the total silence at certain points in the text, whether re­
marked briefly by the narrator or simply left as a gap. Diffi­
culty in speaking, in any case, is one proof of sincerity; h o w  ­
ever, an eruption of words m a  y be proof of a different kind.10 
Against this ideal of self-discipline in emotion and speech, 
Mrs. Bennet voices frustrations that motivate Elizabeth's o w n 
rebelliousness toward male hegemony in general and eco­
nomic motives to marrying in particular; yet the rationalistic 
narrator categorizes her simply as a hypochondriac: " W h e  n 
she was discontented she fancied herself nervous" (PP, 5). But 
Mrs. Bennet's view of the world, far from being illusory, bears 
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out the opening sentence of this novel; and "poor nerves" are 
her best weapon against an economic and social caste system 
that trivializes the w o m a n as pawn. 
Like any other form of play, polite conversation is 
regulated, framed activity. Mrs. Bennet's emotional abandon, 
however, renders her ineligible for any disinterested game: 
"The sight of Miss Lucas was odious to her. As her successor in 
that house, she regarded her with jealous abhorrence. W h e n  ­
ever Charlotte came to see them she concluded her to be an­
ticipating the hour of possession" (PP, 130). Her joy as well as 
despair is too visceral to meet the narrator's rational standards; 
for instance, upon hearing that Lydia is to be married: "She 
was n o  w in an irritation as violent from delight, as she had 
ever beenfidgetty from alarm and vexation. To know that her 
daughter would be married was enough. She was disturbed by 
no fear for her felicity, nor humbled by any remembrance of 
her misconduct" (PP, 306). Later, the prospect of Lydia's de­
parture for the north brings a renewal of depression until "her 
mind opened again to the agitation of hope" (PP, 331) at the 
news of M r . Bingley's return to Netherfield. Turning mechani­
cally like a weather vane to every change of mood , Mrs. Ben-
net's humor registers the emotional currents in the story at 
any momen t . Under the impact of Elizabeth's announcement 
of her engagement, shefleshes out all the responses that her 
daughter could never o w  n to on the occasion, or even permit 
others to overhear: "Three daughters married! Ten thousand a 
year! O h , Lord! W h a t will become of m e . I shall go distracted" 
(PP, 378). 
Finally, the most revealing aspect of Mrs. Bennet's 
talk is that, except for infrequent moments of tactical maneu­
vering and polite design, it is compulsive and unpremedi­
tated—sometimes in the form of quasi-argument and at other 
times in the associational form of thinking out loud. The sim­
plest example of her "talking for victory" is her attack on the 
young Lucas boy, w h o vowed that if he had Darcy's money he 
would "keep a pack of foxhounds, and drink a bottle of wine 
every day" (PP, 20). Although her scruples against alcoholism 
m a  y be well-founded, her threat of seizing the bottle from 
him, if necessary, collapses ethical doctrine into a see-saw for 
dominance: "The boy protested that she should not [take the 
bottle away from him]; she continued to declare that she 
would, and the argument ended only with the visit" (PP, 20). 
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Without any hope that M r  . Darcy would ever be a candidate 
for husband to one of her daughters, Mrs  . Bennet luxuriates in 
hostility toward him and thus provides a context for reading 
Elizabeth's o w n deep-seated prejudice. The mother's argu­
ment with him at Netherfield over the relative complexity of 
city as opposed to country people astonishes everyone by its 
audacious support of her daughter's assertion about h u m a  n na­
ture in general. Instantly, after having "fancied she had gained 
a complete victory over him, " however, she "continued her 
triumph " by distorting his original point and forcing Elizabeth 
to his defense (PP, 43). 
Mrs . Bennet's comical determination to win a case by 
any verbal expedient backfires w h e  n she attempts to explain 
away Elizabeth's rejection of M r  . Collins's proposal: 
"She is a very headstrong foolish girl, and does not 
k n o  w her o w  n interest; but I will make her k n o w it. " 
"Pardon m  e for interrupting you, M a d a m ,  " 
cried M r  . Collins; "but if she is really headstrong and 
foolish, I k n o w not whether she would altogether be a 
very desirable wife to a m a  n in m  y situation, w h  o 
naturally looks for happiness in the marriage state. If 
therefore she actually persists in rejecting m  y suit, 
perhaps it were better not to force her into accepting 
m e  , because if liable to such defects of temper, she 
could not contribute m u c  h to m  y felicity." (PP, 110) 
By denigrating her o w n daughter before the suitor as a way of 
gaining more time for persuasion, M r s . Bennet inadvertently 
appeals to his self-interest and bungles everything. 
Performative speech m a y become almost hallucino­
genic w h e  n the agent surrenders to the current of words. A 
small but significant part of Mrs . Bennet's talk has the same 
vatic quality demonstrated at length in Miss Bates's m o n o  ­
logues—a freely associational outpouring of words without 
self-consciousness and without communicating anything spe­
cific to the listener; it is language, furthermore, that the nar­
rator as well as other characters in the story tend to ignore. 
Mrs . Bennet's "rapidity" (PP, 99) of words and her "rapacity" 
(PP, 342) toward others indicate an aggressive release that is 
her only means of presence; and, as she candidly admits to 
Elizabeth, she is indifferent to her audience. Apparently it is 
the feeling of momentary power that is therapeutic for her 
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"poor nerves." Performative speech abounds in this novel, 
and some of the best scenes show the protagonists engaged in 
brilliant verbal dueling in sharp contrast to characters encoded 
in cliches (Mr. Collins, Mary Bennet, Miss Bingley, Lady 
Catherine). 
Talk has the power of presence, and the threat of its 
cessation is always ominous. A glimpse into Mrs. Bennet's 
existential vacuum comes with the information that she "was 
not in the habit of walking" (PP, 365), a marked difference 
from her vigorous daughter, w h o jumps over stiles and leaps 
puddles in defiance of woman's conventionalfixity; to counter­
act her restrictive physical role, talk is manifest destiny. N  o 
matter h o  w vexing to Elizabeth and to others in the story, 
Mrs . Bennet's oral freedom belongs indispensably to this 
novel's wordscape; and the loss to the text caused by her ab­
sence is abruptly clear after the Netherfield ball w h e n Mrs. 
Hurst and Miss Bingley snub her: 
They repulsed every attempt of Mrs . Bennet at con­
versation, and by so doing, threw a languor over the 
whole party, which was very little relieved by the 
long speeches of M r  . Collins, w h  o was complimenting 
M r  . Bingley and his sisters on the elegance of their 
entertainment, and the hospitality and politeness 
which had marked their behaviour to their guests. 
Darcy said nothing at all. M r  . Bennet, in equal si­
lence, was enjoying the scene. (PP, 102-03) 
Something is strangely out of line. Without this woman's dis­
course, which, as the narrator implies, contains a needed 
stimulus to m o v e people in a way the wholly predictable "long 
speeches" of M r . Collins do not, only thefictional rejector of 
the feast, M r  , Bennet, can enjoy the ensuing languor.11 
4. Miss Bates's Secrets 
A crux of interpretation in E m m a has always been the 
heroine's relentless hostility toward Miss Bates, a jovial talker 
w h o , unlike Mrs . Allen, Mrs. Jennings, and Mrs. Bennet, 
barely survives at the fringe of the privileged society. N  o other 
w o m a  n character in Austen is so obdurate against a vulner­
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able, older person except for Elizabeth Bennet, w h  o readily 
deplores her mother's indiscretion without ever seeing the 
family likeness in her o w  n behavior. Perhaps the mirror of dif­
fidence is Catherine Morland, w h  o never raises an objection 
either to her real or to her surrogate mother's failings; even 
Fanny Price dares to criticize her parents. M r s . Jennings, w e 
saw, has Miss Bates's liability in exuding good h u m o  r to mostly 
negative recipients; but despite her widowhood, her place in 
the family and in society is secure. E m m a '  s hatred of Miss 
Bates is all the more curious because of the latter's circum­
stances, and it invites attention to problems of competi­
tiveness and ego defense by way offilling in character.12 
But a more general approach to the I-thou relation­
ships in Austen's novels should probably begin with Jean-Paul 
Sartre, whose succinct analysis of positional strategies in dis­
course helps to account for the latent motives in a given en­
counter: "The occasion which arouses hate is simply an act by 
the Other which puts m  e in the state of being subject to his 
freedom. This act is in itself humiliating."13 Sartre's analysis of 
intentionality goes more deeply into the hidden, and mostly 
self-defensive, motivations than Goffman's relatively hedonis­
tic model of the encounter, which is morally neutral. Although 
not all "open spaces" in a literary text imply "existential" vac­
u u m s , Austen's parodic art deliberately focuses on character as 
an artifact of language and on the potentially sinister motives 
of rival discourses. Until the crisis at Box Hill revealed h o w 
her transgression provided Miss Bates's talk, for once, with an 
attentive audience, E m m  a had pretended to be free from this 
woman's discourse; but then M r  . Knightley bursts upon her in 
a frenzy ("I must, I will,—I will tell you truths while I can" [E, 
375]): 
"She felt your full meaning. She has talked of it since. 
I wish you could have heard h o  w she talked of it— 
with what candour and generosity. I wish you could 
have heard her honouring your forbearance, in being 
able to pay her such attentions, as she was for ever 
receiving from yourself and your father, w h e  n her so­
ciety must be so irksome." (E, 375) 
Whatever the justice, according to the external reader's de­
sires, of M r . Knightley s reprimand, the awful truth, which his 
brother would quickly acknowledge, is that anyone's society 
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can be irksome outside the "small band of true friends" (E, 
484) w h  o matter. 
Sartre carries the priniciple to its existential limit: 
"The Other w h o  m I hate actually represents all Others. M  y 
project of suppressing him is a project of suppressing others in 
general; that is, of recapturing m  y non-substantial freedom as 
for-itself."14 While engrossed in the game, Austens partici­
pants concentrate mainly on strategies of meeting the oppo­
nent while ignoring the reasons for competing with the other 
inherited from the "real" world—and text. W h a  t no one inside 
the story addresses is the possibility that Miss Bates's "dread­
ful gratitude" m a  y conceal a reciprocal hostility toward E m m  a 
herself: "to be grateful for a kindness is to recognise that the 
Other was entirely free in acting as he has done."15 O f course, 
on this particular occasion, E m m  a knows perfectly well that 
she does not deserve this woman's gratitude and hence feels 
under attack by the very word; but it never enters her mind 
(that is, it is missing in the printed representation of her con­
sciousness) that Miss Bates m a  y resent her as an object w h  o 
denies her freedom of being.16 
In a novel profoundly structured on the problems of 
discourse and reading, E m m a needs a humorous character 
w h  o can focus on the subversiveness of language; and as a 
speaker whose power of words is her sole means of presence in 
the Highbury world, Miss Bates augments the dilemma, 
shown elsewhere in the story, of being "open" in communica­
tion and likewise repressing what it is forbidden to say. Conse­
quently, her humor is a blend of Mrs . Allen's schizoidal talk, 
Mrs . Jennings's compassionate utterance, and Mrs . Bennet's 
gregarious energy; but, unlike those more securelyfixed iden­
tities, she is too vulnerable to afford enemies and thus is under 
constant stress to say that which is not as well as that which is 
true. At least three functions appear in her most significant 
monologue: (1) her "polite speech" is automatic gesture and 
premeditated design; (2) her talk is the principal med iu  m not 
only for interpreting the secret engagement but also for re­
vealing the secretiveness in any communication; and (3) 
though unperceived by others in the story, her verbal exuber­
ance hints at a darker reality which her role as festive spirit is 
supposed to guard against, and from this ambiguous language 
the reader m a  y glimpse the ontological void underlying the 
text. Once Miss Bates performs these valuable services, h o w ­
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ever, the author casts her off, leaving her in the end with Mrs . 
Elton's unproductive speech habits. 
Because of her subordinate status and familiar chat­
ter, most of the characters misread Miss Bates as a simpleton 
w h o m a y be relied upon to say whatever is ingratiating. The 
scene at the C r o w n in the second volume shows h o w each re­
gards her condescendingly. To Churchill's suggestion of invit­
ing her to their council, Mrs . Weston hesitatingly assents, "if 
you think she will be of any use"; but E m m  a flatly objects: 
"She will be all delight and gratitude, but she will tell you 
nothing. She will not even listen to your questions " (E, 255). 
Earlier, at the Coles's party, E m m  a had mimicked the poor 
woman's reiterative expression of gratitude and her indiscrimi­
nate blending of moral and material things in one breath (E, 
225), an idiosyncrasy in the other humorous talkers already 
discussed. E m m a '  s contempt for Miss Bates's obsequious 
speech arises partly from feeling it to be insincere, but per­
haps mostly from taking it for granted and not really listening 
to it. By contrast, while Frank Churchill has his private rea­
sons forfinding Miss Bates "so amusing, so extremely amus  ­
ing," M r . Weston as master of revels deems her a "proper per­
son for shewing us h o w to do away difficulties' and asserts 
categorically: "she is a standing lesson of h o  w to be happy" (E, 
255). N  o one in the scene reads this character sympathetically. 
If M r . Weston believes that Miss Bates is a "standing lesson" of 
the "sublime and refined Point of Felicity, called the Posses­
sion of being well deceived,"17 he is, as usual, imperceptive 
about manners. Whenever called upon by her society to per­
form, Miss Bates stands rather like Watteau's Gilles—momen­
tarily isolated and awkward, pathetically aware of the clown 
costume she is expected to wear for her part in the Highbury 
world; and her eventual banishment to Mrs . Elton's company 
is hardly less satisfactory than her niece's dubious marriage at 
the end. Again, the play/"serious' dichotomy comes into 
question; and though required to perform as the happy and 
harmless simpleton of the village, she cannot entirely disguise 
a self-consciousness bound to disturb the other. 
O  n m a n  y occasions an ideal performer, in "flow" and 
oblivious momentarily to her personal misery, nevertheless at 
times Miss Bates can be quite deliberate about what to c o m  ­
municate and thus undermines her assigned play roles. Faced 
with E m m a ' s same domestic arrangement of coddling an in­
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valid parent, for instance, Miss Bates keeps secret from her 
mother anything alarming, like Jane's not eating properly, and 
w h e  n necessary uses talk to divert her attention from any 
painful subject: "so I say one thing and then I say another, and 
it passes off" (E, 237). But on reading of Jane's illness she 
spontaneously blurts out the news and alarms the old w o m a n , 
w h o then requires a yet more abundant dose of words to 
soothe her nerves. At the height of Jane's crisis, however, 
w h e  n Miss Bates herself is too distressed to conceal the truth, 
her mother immediately begins to regain her sight and hear­
ing: "'I a m afraid Jane is not very well,' said she, 'but I do not 
know; they tell m  e she is well'" (E, 378). Far from the Panglos­
sian optimist that M r . Weston imagines, Miss Bates is rather a 
"standing lesson" of h o  w best to appear happy in a world that 
denies her the right to be otherwise.18 
Double-bind situations cause unavoidable difficulties 
in speech. A n important secret revealed at moments in Miss 
Bates's discourse is that, contrary to E m m a '  s interpretatipn of 
her insincerity (she hides the truth even from herself in 
Sartre's concept of "bad faith"), her deepest plight is in at­
tempting to be both "open" and "reserved" simultaneously, to 
be free in releasing her expressive impulse, on the one hand, 
and in guarding her socially predicted obeisance, on the other; 
and what is most remarkable for a person on the outskirts of 
society, she arrives, however inconsistently, at the same truth 
the principals consciously uphold. Just as E m m  a comes to 
value M r  . John Knightley's blunt honesty above M r  . Weston's 
spineless diplomacy, so Miss Bates, even w h e n caught up in 
verbiage to the choking point (indicated in the shards of her 
sentences), shows insight into the evil of polite conversation 
while desperately sputtering out the words needed to meet its 
standards and is implicitly aware of M r  . Knightley's attack on 
Frank Churchill's role-playing: "the practised politician, w h  o 
is to read every body's character, and mak  e every body's tal­
ents conduce to the display of his o w n superiority; to be dis­
pensing hisflatteries around, that he m a y make all appear like 
fools compared with himself!" (E, 150). Unlike Churchill, w h  o 
even surpasses his o w  n expectations of performance (his erro­
neous assumption of E m m a '  s being in on their secret), and also 
unlike M r . Woodhouse , w h o always escapes behind E m m a ' s 
verbal shield, Miss Bates can never be sure of herself in social 
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confrontations unless she is absurdly submissive in every word 
to her superior auditors. Only once does she yield to tempta­
tion and try to exploit her situation as a dependent by flaunt­
ing her benefactor, M r . Knightley, in front of company 
gathered in her apartment (E, 244-45). 
As elsewhere in Austen's text, bad performances com ­
municate by the rules of "irrelevance." Hardly the "practised 
politician," Miss Bates seems to be haunted by the necessity 
for false relationships and insincere language in response to 
the least gesture of beneficence. While trying tofind words for 
Frank Churchill's special solicitude in repairing her mother's 
spectacles, she intuitively distrusts both his "excessive" praise 
of the baked apples (his mockery of her exhibitionistic display 
of M r  . Knightley s gift) and perhaps his alleged reason for 
being there at all, and her language short-circuits under the 
stress: "That, you know, was so very. . . . A n d I a m sure, by 
his manner, it was no compliment" (E, 238). Though instinc­
tively "open" in M r  . Knightley's sense, nevertheless Miss 
Bates feels compelled to flattery or "stroking" as her only 
means of being in society; and sometimes natural inclination 
and political tact hopelessly conflict. 
Compliment is the code word for "bad faith" mes ­
sages. O n her arrival for the ball at the Crown, for instance, an 
inner voice reminds Miss Bates, "Must not compliment, I 
know" (E, 323); but she goes ahead and admires E m m a '  s hair 
anyway and then solicits a compliment in return on behalf of 
Jane's hair, insinuating pointedly that her niece had done it 
herself and could match any London hairdresser in skill. In 
the same breath that she worries about Jane's feet getting wet, 
though admitting the rain "was but a drop or two, ' she praises 
Frank Churchill for being "so extremely—and there was a 
mat to step upon—I shall never forget his extreme politeness " 
(E, 323). Miss Bates remains without anything of her o w  n to 
offer except the outright ridicule, intentional or not, of the 
situation, an effect shown most devastatingly after Box Hill, 
when E m m  a comes as a penitent and hears the old words with 
a n e  w force: 
"So very kind!" replied Miss Bates. "But you are al­
ways kind. " 
There was no bearing such an always;' and to 
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break through her dreadful gratitude, E m m  a m a d  e 
the direct inquiry of— 
" W h e r e — m a  y I ask?—is Miss Fairfax going?" 
(E, 380) 
In a m o m e n  t w h e  n the heroine believes herself to be fulfilling 
at least the letter of the hero's moral law, Miss Bates's "dread­
ful gratitude" mocks her long habit of acting in bad faith; and 
thus the topic of Jane is preferable to any further agony of self-
consciousness. Psychoanalytical interpretation of E m m a '  s hos­
tility as a "discharging onto Miss Bates feelings which she has, 
but cannot admit, toward her father" accords plausibly with 
Freud's family romance; but in metaphysical terms, it is 
enough to recognize the heroine's language as a defense 
against the dreadful truth of her being-in-the-world, with 
which this woman's rampant talk threatens her.19 
Interpretations of Emma that stress knowledge as goal 
have emphasized Miss Bates's capacity for giving away secrets. 
To the external reader, if not to the characters within the story, 
her discourse indirectly reveals the clandestine lovers, w h o  m 
M r  . Knightley begins to suspect well before the truth is dis­
closed; and as Marilyn Butler and others have observed, her 
failure to communicate the actually valuable information con­
tained in her speech betrays the fundamental solipsism divid­
ing m e m b e r s of the community at large.20 W h e  n listened to, 
however, Miss Bates's words, because of their proximity to the 
daily life of Highbury as opposed to the snobbish detachment 
at Hartfield, suddenly gain power at critical moments to ex­
pose Frank Churchill's blunder and E m m a '  s insult. 
Her role as town crier is particularly disturbing to 
the elitist heroine; again, Sartre's existential I-thou formula 
is apposite: "The Other w h o m I hate actually represents all 
Others."21 For someone w h o has "no intellectual superiority to 
m a k  e atonement to herself, or frighten those w h  o might hate 
her, into outward respect," Miss Bates holds an astonishing 
grip on E m m a ' s mind; and the violence at Box Hill erupts as 
an involuntary discharge from that bondage. Until her crime 
subjects her all the more to this woman's freedom, E m m  a has 
enjoyed the illusion of being in full control over her; but M r  . 
Knightley steps in to pronounce the nightmarish truth of pub­
lic humiliation: "She felt your full meaning. She has talked of 
it since. I wish you could have heard h o  w she talked of it." 
Never before or after does Miss Bates stand so triumphantly 
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for the voice of the community, with her "candour and gener­
osity" displayed against the heroines private joking; and 
rather than "reforming" her, M r  . Knightleys chastisement is 
mostly valuable in leading E m m  a to face the deep hostility 
that her behavior toward this poor victim has exposed and to 
turn to him in order to regain her social standing, which all the 
thrill of her n e w submissiveness to him entails. Her contempt 
for Miss Bates, however, remains to the end of the novel. 
Description, no matter h o  w "objective," usually bears 
some traces of a particular perspective and thus only pretends 
to leave out the narrator completely. Thanks to subtle intona­
tion with free indirect discourse, a rare m o m e n  t shows E m m  a 
having a consciousness of the community that rivals the con­
crete imagery of her enemy's speech and also voices an impor­
tant difference in their perceptions: 
— M u c  h could not be hoped from the traffic of even 
the busiest part of Highbury;—Mr. Perry walking 
hastily by, M r  . William Cox letting himself in at the 
office door, M r  . Cole's carriage horses returning from 
exercise, or a stray letter-boy on an obstinate mule, 
were the liveliest objects she could presume to ex­
pect; and w h e  n her eyes fell only on the butcher with 
his tray, a tidy old w o m a  n travelling homewards from 
shop with her full basket, two curs quarrelling over a 
dirty bone, and a string of dawdling children round 
the baker's little bow-window eyeing the gingerbread, 
she knew she had no reason to complain, and was 
amused enough; quite enough still to stand at the 
door. A mind lively and at ease, can do with seeing 
nothing, and can see nothing that does not answer. 
(E, 233) 
In contrast to Miss Bates's effusive, unorganized recording of 
the villagers, this view from Ford's begins and ends under 
E m m a '  s critical eye, objective to the extent of Keats's "nega­
tive capability" and yet intentional in selecting the subject 
matter for contemplation. Bored with Harriet, w h  o "was still 
hanging over muslins and changing her mind," she escapes the 
immediate situation by losing herself in the vision of the 
street; instead of seeing the few people she had expected and 
knew by n a m e , "her eyes fell only on" some lowly creatures, 
including the dogs and carriage horses, usually beneath her 
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notice. Her aesthetic powers "with seeing nothing," however, 
create all that is needed to satisfy her will; her mind is "at 
ease" because it is free from the objects seen passively as op­
posed to the m a n y occasions w h e n the other intrudes upon her 
private space. 
Since her description is usually held subordinate to 
narration within the storytelling economy, unlike her contem­
porary Walter Scott, Austen deliberately chose not to give fine 
brush strokes to her scenes, as if anything other than dramatic 
function would be superfluous matter. But a compulsive talker 
can readily furnish details omitted by a restrained narrator, 
just as E m m a '  s daydreaming at Ford's provides the reader with 
a glimpse of town life excluded from the story. Miss Bates's 
speech incorporates other characters' discourse voraciously 
but nevertheless mentions only the positive: 
"Then the baked apples came h o m e , Mrs . Wallis sent 
them by her boy; they are extremely civil and obliging 
to us, the Wallises, always—I have heard some peo­
ple say that Mrs . Wallis can be uncivil and give a very 
rude answer, but w e have never known any thing but 
the greatest attention from them. A n d it cannot be for 
the value of our custom now, for what is our consump­
tion of bread, you k n o w ? ' (E, 236-37) 
Rather than E m m a ' s detached pleasure in visual objects them­
selves, Miss Bates's circuitous narrative digresses from the 
main story but serves as a description of pertinent moral rela­
tions—unraveling all the interactions and obligations created 
by the gift of the apples as they proceed from M r  . Knightley's 
orchard, which in itself has become a social institution ("My 
mother says the orchard was always famous in her younger 
days"), and thence to her table by way of demonstrating Mrs. 
Wallis's true benevolence. As if to reflect the strain of always 
being judged by superiors, Miss Bates, in direct contrast to 
E m m a ' s ironic tendency, makes a special point of improving 
someone else's reputation. 
Encounters are always risky, but in Emma the threat 
of annihilation is unusually strong even for Austen's text. 
Though Miss Bates offends E m m  a by her mere presence, by 
her freedom of words as an expression of her subjective being, 
their antithetical relationship is also a blatant form of the gen­
eral conflict between self and other unresolved in the novel. 
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Like Austens ironic narrator, the nontheistic Sartre uses reli­
gious associations for his theory of positional perception: "It is 
before the Other that I a  m guilty. I a  m guiltyfirst w h e  n be­
neath the Other's look I experience m  y alienation and m  y 
nakedness as a fall from grace which I must assume."22 Just as 
the self experiences guilt in the other's gaze, so the assertion of 
one's o w  n subjective freedom is a denial of the other's exis­
tence. Fro  m the freedom to transcend her instrumentally lim­
ited world and to look at the other as mere object, E m m  a "falls 
from grace " at Box Hill and is punished by being "looked at" as 
an alien and subject to Miss Bates's generosity, exacerbated, of 
course, by M r . Knightley's attestation. While the moralizing 
narrator posits her "anger against herself, mortification, and 
deep concern," her heartfelt guilt springs from her ontological 
nakedness in front of all the witnesses Miss Bates's verbal dis­
charge calls to account; after an initial effort at an apology to 
this w o m a n  , not only does E m m  a never look back with regret, 
but the author herself seems constrained to rid the novel of 
this humorous character. 
M e m o r y  , w  e have said, is short-lived in Austen's text; 
but occasionally the past intrudes in conversation with an un­
answerable force. Besides her power to conjure up the whole 
community's threatening presence in her flow of speech, Miss 
Bates's age endows her with the authority of the collective past 
and makes available an awesome range of language against 
E m m a '  s narrow intent on living in the present. Except for 
readily admitting her permissive upbringing, the heroine is 
notably silent about her childhood, which M r  . Knightley sud­
denly calls forth in his reprimand: 
"—You, w h o m she had known from an infant, w h o m 
she had seen grow up from a period w h e n her notice 
was an honour, to have you now, in thoughtless spirits, 
and the pride of the m o m e n t , laugh at her, humble 
her—and before her niece, too—and before others, 
m a n y of w h o m (certainly some,) would be entirely 
guided by your treatment of her. " (E, 375) 
Hegel's aphorism, "Wesen ist was gewesen ist," according to 
Sartre, means that the past is in-itself and intrinsically sepa­
rate from the present, which is for-itself: "everything which 
can be a For-itself must be it back there behind itself, out of 
reach."23 E m m a '  s apparent avoidance of the past doubtless 
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bears on the mother w h o  m she has replaced at Hartfield; 
and the spectacle of Miss Bates's nurturing role toward her 
mother and niece uncannily arouses a hostility in the hero­
ine's consciousness that is far more pronounced than in those 
other characters, discussed previously, w h  o also spurned the 
maternal ties. 
This rivalry between the past (in-itself) and present 
(for-itself) calls forth conflicting voices in the text that seri­
ously undermine the hero's explicit ideal of sincerity, an ideal 
some readers have attributed to the author as well.24 But Miss 
Bates's "open" discourse exposes a problem in lingual c o m m u  ­
nication that M r  . Knightley's romantic standard misses alto­
gether. At the simplest level of truthfulness, the secret en­
gagement has been a deliberate imposition on all concerned; 
and after the discovery of this "most dangerous game ,  " only 
Frank Churchill's words of sympathy for Jane have any cre­
dence with his severest reader (E, 445). But the narrator rec­
ognizes a mor  e general difficulty of communication than the 
hero's pristine judgment will allow: "Seldom, very seldom, 
does complete truth belong to any h u m a  n disclosure; seldom 
can it happen that something is not a little disguised, or a little 
mistaken" (E, 431). 
In Sartre's phenomenology, that "something' lies in 
the past, "out of reach," not consciously withheld but simply 
absent to the for-itself. B y repressing the past, E m m  a accom­
modates the present by living in bad faith, "a perpetual gam e 
of escape from the for-itself to the for-others and from the for-
others to the for-itself."25 The moralist m a y denounce Frank 
Churchill's "game " (not really a game at all, as w e have seen), 
w h e  n once k n o w n  , as a "system of hypocrisy and deceit,—es­
pionage, and treachery ' (E, 399); E m m a '  s "game," more fully 
knowable to the reader than it ever is to herself, is at bottom a 
system of existential defenses through vicarious role-playing 
(Harriet as princess in disguise, Jane as the "other w o m a n ,  " 
Mrs . Weston as happy newlywed). H e r irresistible attraction 
to M r  . Knightley, her almost desperate longing to prove worthy 
of him, is a desire to regain selfhood after the annihilation suf­
fered in previous encounters: "Bad faith is possible only be­
cause sincerity is conscious of missing its goal inevitably, due 
to its very nature."26 It is this darker truth of being-in-the­
world that Miss Bates's torrent of words uncovers, and it re­
mains far from clear whether the heroine will actually escape 
from bad faith encounters even after winning the hero. 
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Besides her function in reflecting the insincerity of 
polite discourse and the inherent fragmentariness of any com­
munication, Miss Bates also embodies, more emphatically 
than other characters in this novel, the affective responses ex­
pressed in speech. Just as both the "clever" talkers—Frank 
Churchill and E m m a — a r e thrown off guard in the moments of 
Miss Bates's startling penetration, so elsewhere in the text her 
words bear comparison with the most authoritative voices 
heard, including the hero's. Perhaps uneasy about presenting 
this character so inconsistently, Austen has little use for her 
once the secret engagement becomes known and in the end 
consigns her to Mrs . Elton's patronage, which mitigates— 
even justifies—Emma's rudeness. 
Earlier in the novel, however, Miss Bates exerts a 
mysterious power and sheds light on the other characters' 
struggles to grasp the hidden truth. Her insight into the differ­
ence between perception and illusion, for example, sets her 
apart from the deceivers and self-deceived: "Very odd! but one 
never does form a just idea of any body beforehand. O n  e takes 
up a notion, and runs away with it" (E, 176). Despite her 
notion of there being a resemblance between M r  . Dixon and 
M r  . Knightley here, she does not have the heroine's quixotic 
imagination and is, surprisingly, one of the few in the story to 
detect M r  . Elton's amorous interest in E m m  a (E, 176). Given 
this quickness of observation at such moments , her seeming 
obliviousness to Frank Churchill is one of the most unaccount­
able "empty spaces" in this text; and the more w e learn about 
this woman's speech acts, the more plausible it is that she in­
deed should have had an inkling of the secret engagement 
soon after Jane's arrival in Highbury. The simplest answer to 
this crux, of course, is that Austen had not worried adequately 
about the loose ends of her characterization to avoid this in­
terpretive problem. Nevertheless, in moments of inspired 
clarity Miss Bates is a reliable judge of reality and shares M r  . 
Knightley s fear of solipsism, as expressed in Cowper's lines, 
"while with poring eye / I gaz'd, myself creating what I saw" 
(£, 344). 
However "ridiculous" otherwise, Miss Bates's dis­
course shows that without the capacity for sympathetic re­
sponses, knowledge of the other, hence reading itself, is im­
possible. E m m a '  s standards of objectivity, by contrast, sound 
hackneyed: "It is very unfair to judge of any body's conduct, 
without an intimate knoweldge of their situation. Nobody, 
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w h o has not been in the interior of a family, can say what the 
difficulties of any individual of that family m a  y be" (E, 146). 
Similarly, her terse remark on poverty echoes Mary Bennet's 
tautological wisdom: "If w  e feel for the wretched, enough to 
do all w  e can for them, the rest is empty sympathy, only dis­
tressing to ourselves" (E, 87). Such a concern with the mea  ­
sure of evidence and response, no matter h o  w relevant to the 
author's moral economy in other contexts, belies the heroine's 
deficient feelings toward others and her consequent blindness 
until the revelation at Box Hill. Miss Bates, however, feels too 
m u c  h for her o w  n good, caught as she is in an irreconcilable 
predicament of having to please others while also having to ex­
press herself openly. 
Again, the ball at the C r o w n Inn is a pivotal en­
counter in the characterization. As if to carry out to the letter 
M r  . Weston's pronouncement on her as a standing lesson of 
being happy, Miss Bates arrives at the scene in a torrent of ci­
vilities that imbues the occasion with the festive m o o d . The 
ironic narrator conjures up the woman's wondrous entry as 
a virtuoso performance to the extent that even Mrs . Elton's 
"words, every body's words, were soon lost under the inces­
sant flow of Miss Bates, w h o came in talking" (£, 322). Aside 
from the valuable information her speech imparts concerning 
Frank Churchill's peculiar interest in Jane and herself, her 
spontaneous outbursts of joy help free the occasion from the 
Eltons' subversive plots: "Well! This is brilliant indeed!—This 
is admirable!—Excellently contrived, upon m  y word. Nothing 
wanting. Could not have imagined it.—So well lighted u p .  — 
Jane, Jane, look—did you ever see any thing? O h ! M r . Weston, 
you must really have had Aladdin's lamp. Good Mrs. Stokes 
would not k n o w her o w n room again" (E, 322). Nothing want­
ing except the playful humor, "flow," to transform the drab 
room into "fairy-land"; Miss Bates enters the ball to dispel the 
tensions and rivalries of the Highbury world, and to unite it 
for the m o m e n t in a fragile accord. 
Comic characters defy the laws of gravity. Her public 
role as word-maker fulfilled in opening the rites of spring, 
Miss Bates vanishes magically during the sets of dances and 
returns only in time for the late supper; nobody appears to 
have noticed her absence, perhaps further proof of the com­
pany's absorption in the rhythm of the event rather than just 
another "empty space" in the text. Only the outside reader is 
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privileged to eavesdrop on her confiding to Jane an astonishing 
physical feat: "Yes, m  y dear, I ran h o m e  , as I said I should, to 
help g randmamma to bed, and got back again, and nobody 
missed m e . — I set off without saying a word [!], just as I told 
you" (E, 329). 
In contrast to her noisy entrance to the ball—her ex­
pected social role—Miss Bates's wordless exit demonstrates 
the sincerity of her private behavior, though the action of run­
ning off alone on a wet night to Hartfield, escorting her mother 
hom e and putting her to bed, and then slipping back into the 
company at the Crown unnoticed m a y be a strain even on 
Aladdin's lamp. Her report to Jane here, the only one in the 
novel without E m m  a or some other outsider on hand to inter­
pret, gives us a glimpse into the "interior of a family" that 
E m m  a had supposedly demanded before making judgments; 
and like Wemmick ' s games with his senile father in Great Ex­
pectations, her narrative assumes the fundamental split be­
tween social and kinship loyalties.27 While the main Highbury 
folk are celebrating at the Crown, the valetudinarians have a 
parallel feast at Hartfield, g r a n d m a m m  a coming alive with "a 
vast deal of chat, and backgammon" and not letting the "little 
disappointment" of M r  . Woodhouse's sending back the sweet­
bread and asparagus, the old woman's favorite dish, spoil the 
mood for the others. Moreover, this "little disappointment' 
binds the family members in a pact to uphold the social order: 
" w  e agreed w  e would not speak of it to any body, for fear of its 
getting around to dear Miss Woodhouse, w h o would be so 
very m u c  h concerned!" (E, 329-30). 
Simple affection among kin of an impoverished family, 
however, holds little interest for those in power w h o distrust 
the feelings. Although quietly affectionate toward her father 
and his small circle of friends, E m m  a never gives way to lin­
gering emotions; and her hostility toward Miss Bates's public 
demeanor—her flow of words to express the requisite grati­
tude (parodied by the narrator herself)—results in a loss of 
perception that isolates her from the central mystery and its 
solution, provided by this woman's speeches. From the begin­
ning, E m m a '  s disdain for Miss Bates has distorted her reading 
of her words about Jane and prompted the romantic fantasy of 
a triangle with M r  . Dixon; her dread of the actual text sent 
("though she had in fact heard the whole substance of Jane 
Fairfax's letter, she had been able to escape the letter itself" 
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[E, 162]) belongs to a pattern of selective responses to her 
counterpart, including the refusal to admit any evidence link­
ing her with Frank Churchill. 
E m m a ' s imagining Jane to be a victim of a hopeless 
passion for a married m a  n not only testifies to her shoddy in­
tentionality but also to her predatory instincts as a reader— 
both implicit motives of the romantic genre; and, not surpris­
ingly, w h e  n Miss Bates announces her niece's decision to go 
into slavery as a governess, the heroine's sympathy is forth­
coming: "this picture of her present sufferings acted as a cure 
of every former ungenerous suspicion, and left her nothing but 
pity' (E, 379-80). But this "picture," of course, stems from 
Miss Bates, w h o  , as usual, intercedes during Jane's absence 
and expresses genuine grief in the spaces between the for­
mulaic words of gratitude owed to those in authority: 
"It is a great change; and though she is amazingly for­
tunate—such a situation, I suppose, as no young 
w o m a  n before ever met with onfirst going out—do 
not think us ungrateful, Miss Woodhouse, for such 
surprising good fortune—(again dispersing her 
tears)—but, poor dear soul! if you were to see what 
a headach she has. W h e  n one is in great pain, you 
k n o w one cannot feel any blessing quite as it m a y de­
serve. She is as low as possible. To look at her, nobody 
would think h o  w delighted and happy she is to have 
secured such a situation. " (E, 379) 
O n a visit to Miss Bates's in atonement for her sins at Box Hill 
and with an awareness of Donwell Abbey, E m m  a still cannot 
converse with this w o m a  n sympathetically, and not because of 
a moral deficiency on her part: it takes two to communicate, 
and Miss Bates is in the habit of protecting herself against hos­
tile superiors behind a camouflage of polite words. Failing to 
touch base, E m m  a immerses herself in Jane's apparent d o w n  ­
fall in Highbury society, relishing the pathos m u c h as any de­
tached newspaper reader does accounts of fallen celebrities. 
E m m a '  s failure to learn anything from Miss Bates's 
discourse throughout the story is at one with her habitual fail­
ure to identify with her tone as narrator of events; and this 
insurmountable barrier to conversation vitiates the m a n y po­
tential signals in either woman's words and gestures. Iron­
ically, E m m a '  s complete indifference to the storyteller's e m o  ­
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tions causes her to ignore the important reference to the ostler 
w h  o saw Frank Churchill leaving town hastily; and, in con­
trast, Miss Bates's associational imagination drifts away from 
the intellectual problem of solving the puzzle of events to the 
simple fact of h u m a  n misery: "Poor old John, I have a great 
regard for him; he was clerk to m  y poor father twenty-seven 
years; and now, poor old m a n , he is bed-ridden, and very 
poorly with the rheumatic gout in his joints—I must go and 
see him to-day; and so will Jane, I a m sure, if she gets out at 
all" (E, 383). Although E m m a ' s explicit avoidance of "empty 
sympathy" rules out any concern for the unknown lame father 
of the witness to Churchill's sudden departure, the author's 
o w n complicity in this monologue on h u m a n suffering implies 
that her reticence elsewhere in the text is not callous. 
For the purposes of the story, however, the most rele­
vant fact is E m m a '  s unimaginative response to the aunt's ac­
count of Jane in the first place; and this failure to listen prop­
erly results in yet another misreading of the situation: "There 
was nothing in all this either to astonish or interest, and it 
caught E m m a '  s attention only as it united with the subject 
which already engaged her mind. The contrast between Mrs . 
Churchill's importance in the world, and Jane Fairfax's, struck 
her; one was every thing, the other nothing—and she sat m u s ­
ing on the difference of woman's destiny" (E, 384). E m m a ' s 
snobbish predilection to value what is said by the speaker's so­
cial standing not only closes her off from the mystery of the 
plot and from what is unsaid, but it also leads her to the banal 
contrast between Mrs . Churchill, w h o is "every thing"— 
though at this very m o m e n t , dead, unloved, and u n m o u r n e d — 
and Jane Fairfax, young, talented, and admired, w h  o is pre­
sumably "nothing." It is possible, of course, to interpret the 
tone here as showing E m m a '  s heartfelt sympathy with Jane's 
predicament, and the absolute categories as mimicking the 
way of the world. But in view of E m m a ' s abhorrence to the 
end of the second- and third-rate, it is more likely yet another 
failure on the heroine's part to comprehend the moral life of 
her community and another opportunity to escape through 
games of illusion. 
Conversation is an art, and thus, like other forms of 
play, it is a means of representation as well as of expression. 
Surely what draws m a n  y readers to Austen's novels is their ap­
parent simplicity and clarity, a luminescent discourse un­
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paralleled in the genre. Yet, if her clever talkers were to stand 
alone, their reputation among the author's detractors for not 
saying very m u c h  , at least not very m u c  h about their contem­
porary social and political world, might be partly justified. B y 
also representing speech that is artless, however, Austen does 
not merely provide a backdrop to polite conversation in the 
way some Renaissance paintings depict tawny servants to off­
set their radiant mistresses in the foreground. Rather, by 
breaking the rules of an encounter, the manic talkers appear to 
c o m  e closer than any of the other characters to revealing the 
truth that lies concealed in all discourse—the truth that words 
alone signify nothing. It is this truth, of course, that is instru­
mental in rendering the illusion of "real feelings' as opposed 
to the regulated and derivative text. 
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V. Text (Printed)

Character in writing is a phenomenon of verbal clus­
ters recurring in a text. The mere repetition of a word or 
phrase ("a lively mind," "ashamed of herself," "nice smooth 
gruel," "Maple Grove") can mark it off from the rest of the lan­
guage in use and initiate a temporal/spatial pattern that con­
notes a relative uniqueness. A variety of discourse and situa­
tions, w  e have seen, goes into processing the ontic effects of 
self and other in a textualfield. Yet as long as things are going 
well, the reader m a y c o m e under the author's spell and as­
sume for pages the existence of afictional being within a story. 
It is our cooperation with the desire represented, Coleridge 
understood, that makes this illusion a possible experience at 
all. Seduction ends in disillusion, however, w h e n the reader's 
critical instincts rebel and try to explain the aesthetic prin­
ciples at work in the mimesis. 
Although (except for Marianne Dashwood) remark­
ably safe from sexual intrigue, Austen's main characters usually 
find themselves taken in by someone at least part of the time 
and live to reflect on their mistaken perceptions. Three nov­
els stage a whole scene with the heroine (Elinor, Elizabeth, 
and E m m a  ) directly confronting the deceiver (Willoughby, 
W i c k h a m , and Churchill) after his game is up; and perhaps the 
most intimate encounters for Catherine and Henry center on 
Isabella's betrayal, especially w h e  n they are alone together 
reading her letter that explains the broken engagement. Nei­
ther Henry Crawford nor M r  . Elliot appears after his disgrace 
to speak for himself, but again, each culprit's exposure shocks 
the victims into a recognition of the ugly truth hidden behind 
graceful manners. 
Apart from these extreme cases, numerous people are 
duped along the way and live to regret it; in fact, anyone w h  o 
is not eventually disabused is a complete fool. For this reason, 
M r . Collins, as J. B . Priestley remarked,1 is the most fulfilled 
soul in all of Austen's novels. In their reflexive roles, the dis­
illusioned characters present themselves as reliable truth-
tellers at the expense of other characters shown to be only fic­
tional types, tired and sweaty actors without any serious moral 
purpose. 
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Notwithstanding the seducer's arts, Austen's more in­
telligent people understand that it is one's "voluntary delu­
sion," to quote her revered Johnson,2 which gives the ignis 
fatuus its irresistible power. Granted the hermeneutic circle 
inevitable in perceiving events, however, nothing is really cer­
tain but belief. The C r o w n Inn ball exists as a hope for weeks 
in the breasts of the young Highburyans. Yet even as it "actu­
ally" takes place, nobody knows exactly what is happening; 
and because of this ecstatic mingling of intentions the ball is 
pronounced a success before it is over. Almost immediately af­
terward, w h e  n attention turns abruptly to Harriet's encoun­
ter with the gipsies, the ball sinks into oblivion, becoming 
scarcely a recordable m o m e n  t for the witnesses themselves. 
Similarly, M r s . Bennet tries enthusiastically to conjure up the 
Meryton ball to her husband but is interrupted while about to 
describe the "Boulanger" (PP, 13) performed; and the event 
is lost—to his relief, forever. Hence, the experience of any 
event is contingent, and not only of brief duration but always 
of doubtful ontological status. 
This temporality, seen in a continual awareness of 
changing relationships, is the darker side of the conservative 
belief in permanent values attributed to Austen. Doubtless it 
gives her characters a peculiar anxiety about the future and 
motivates them as readers of their world toward some com­
pensating order defined in economic terms. It also reflects 
their provenance in the text. Like Swift's Modern in A Tale of 
a Tub, Austen's characters appear to be nervous about the lon­
gevity of any book and perpetuate themselves at the expense 
of discarding other texts. Thus the illusions of romance give 
way to the illusions of the novel. W h e  n Catherine exclaims, 
" O h ! M r . Tilney, h o w frightful.—This is just like a book!—But 
it cannot really happen to m e  " (NA, 159), she is articulat­
ing thefictional character's last resort—professing facticity by 
denying her o w  nfictional origins. 
Parody is a defense against the encroachment of writ­
ing, and Austen's art excels in strategies toward this end, 
undermining not only sentimental and Gothic romances in 
particular but the educational value of any book in general. 
Charlotte Lennox's model3 seems most explicit in Catherine 
Morland's and Marianne Dashwood's quixotism, but the later 
novels show more complex forms of self-delusion, w h e n char­
acters "come alive" with acting Lovers' Vows and even Fanny 
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succumbs during Henrys reading of Shakespeare. Without 
any particular texts mentioned, E m m  a nevertheless spins out 
a soap opera with Jane Fairfax and M r  . Dixon (a m a  n she has 
never even seen) as well as a Cinderella tale for Harriet; 
driven by jealousy of Frank Churchill, M r  . Knightley exagger­
ates Jane's fatigue after singing too long into the same Gothic 
tortures that the heroine herself imagines later in the story. 
At its worst, quixotism for Austen is a diseased sen­
sibility, a "mind-style"4 acquired by uncritical reading of best-
sellers. W o m e  n characters are usually susceptible to it; but in 
Persuasion it is Captain Benwick w h  o unites "very strong feel­
ings with quiet, serious, and retiring manners, and a decided 
taste for reading, and sedentary pursuits" (P, 97). Even the 
critical voice, however, turns against itself: A n n  e Elliot enjoys 
a brief gush of egoism while correcting his indulgence in 
romantic depression and afterwards enjoys still more the 
thought of her uninvited role as mentor on that occasion. In 
short, because of the dialogical structure, whether they k n o  w 
it or not, Austen's characters have a virtual library at their beck 
and call whenever the situation demands a text; and no par­
ticularfictional genre is off-limits. 
From the strategy of generating character in various 
play situations, culminating in speech acts, our discussion con­
cludes with thefictional representation of reading/writing it­
self. To begin with the media, there is a priority of the written 
over the spoken word in Austen even though the ideal of 
letter-writing is "to-the-moment, ' in imitation of speech en­
counters. Other mimetic devices involve the consistent priv­
ileging of the written document over the printed m e d i u m , as 
well as an allusive "battle of the books," with novels winning 
over romances and sermons. 
A key method for rendering a character's mind is to 
show him or her engaged in both reading and writing. If the 
ideal reader constitutes the text in accordance with the au­
thor's intentions, the ability to write well is proof of the same 
lively mind. This mimetic activity is not for the craven souls in 
Austen's world, and, like other bad performances, a character's 
difficulties with the text reveal problems in facing situations. 
Earned only by devaluing rival texts and by contextualizing 
the m o m e n  t emphatically, the "language of real feeling" 
emerges as the ultimate illusion perpetrated on both the inter­
nal and external reader of the text. 
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1. The Media 
Radically concerned with its o w n means of deception, 
the novel subverts the discourse that the romance takes for 
granted. Aside from debunking sentimental or Gothic "mind-
styles," Austen's realistic strategy brings the book as artifact 
into question; for instance, the opening of Persuasion uses 
the Baronetage of England to caricature Sir Walter Elliot's 
egomania: 
there he found occupation for an idle hour, and con­
solation in a distressed one; there his faculties were 
roused into admiration and respect, by contemplating 
the limited remnant of the earliest patents; there any 
unwelcome sensations, arising from domestic affairs, 
changed naturally into pity and contempt, as he 
turned over the almost endless creations of the last 
century—and there, if every other leaf were power­
less, he could read his o w  n history with an interest 
which never failed. (F, 3) 
The only book he ever consulted, w  e are told, the Baronetage 
nevertheless gratifies Sir Walter's manic desires perfectly; and 
the passage detailing his o w  n immediate family tree could 
produce euphoria w h e  n any other page failed. S o m  e editorial 
changes, however, were necessary to improve the text: 
Precisely such had the paragraph originally stood 
from the printer's hands; but Sir Walter had improved 
it by adding, for the information of himself and his 
family, these words, after the date of Mary's birth— 
"married, Dec . 16, 1810, Charles, son and heir of 
Charles Musgrove, Esq. of Uppercross, in the county 
of Somerset,'—and by inserting most accurately the 
day of the month on which he had lost his wife. (P, 3) 
N  o matter h o  w limited the character's time and place in m e m  ­
ory, as the adverbs "precisely" and "most accurately" imply, 
the printed record, updated by hand, satisfies a craving for 
order and permanence in a world of flux. Both print and 
manuscript, it can be seen, are the media for giving individual 
identity. 
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Besides satirizing aristocratic vanity by describing Sir 
Walter's grotesque absorption with the one book that corre­
sponds to a mirror, Austen also implies that this is the only 
form of autobiography possible for such a hollow character. 
For a person lacking a tincture of inner life no other text would 
do, and it is the complete absence of texts that denies him any 
"inner life" in the first place. Other fools, by contrast, have at 
least some redeeming literary resources. John Thorpe is not an 
exemplary reader, but he can educe the titles of Tom Jones 
and The Monk as well as n a m e Mrs . Radcliffe and, by default, 
Fanny Burney. M r . Collins's oratorical manner reveals some 
study of books, and his reading of Fordyce's sermons gives his 
antifeminist stance a referentiality. Likewise, as if to suggest 
that hereditary obtuseness can be improved upon, Austen 
shows M r . Rushworth mouthing the ideas of H u m p h r y Rep-
ton. W h a  t is problematic about Sir Walter, however, is not 
simply his utter dearth of textuality but his assigned role as fa­
ther of the heroine; and here the author's art of reifying con­
sciousness is at odds with her art of parodying character types. 
That she could entertain these contradictory purposes from 
the beginning to the end of her writing career testifies to her 
Sternean reflexivity. 
Once cited and brought within the text, books have 
no independent status but are a function of the character's 
"mind-style"; and usually in Austen they are suspect, ersatz 
objects used for ego gratification rather than real sources of 
knowledge. Perhaps there is something of Wordsworth in this 
bias: 
Enough of Science and of Art;

Close up those barren leaves;

C o m  e forth, and bring with you a heart

That watches and receives.5

Discrediting books, however, belongs to the whole anti-
intellectualfiction of satire; and bookish characters like Mary 
Bennet, M r . Collins, Mrs . Morland, and even M r . Knightley, 
w h  o s u m m o  n moral texts to instruct other characters, are in a 
tradition as old as literacy.6 A more specific strategy contrasts 
"writing-to-the-moment" (Richardson's term), objectified in 
the manuscript, to the printed book, a mass-produced c o m  ­
modity of the marketplace; as a consequence of this antithesis, 
characters stand or fall according to their power of writing and 
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(almost synonymously) of reading letters, momentary perfor­
mances essential to reproducing a unique experience. In Aus­
ten's world, quixotism at its best is no less than an ecstatic re­
sponse to a (hand)written text as opposed to the presumably 
debased encounter with the printed book. 
A major advancement of the Gutenberg revolution, 
according to Elizabeth Eisenstein,7 was a demystification of 
the written word through a mechanical and impersonal tech­
nology. It is a commonplace of literary history that the litera­
ture of the ancient and medieval worlds survived largely by 
means of memorization and repeated transcriptions on parch­
ment. Under these conditions the medium as well as the mes­
sage appeared to have an inspired origin. But with the in­
vention of the printing press, literacy underwent qualitative as 
well as quantitative changes: the printed word became a com­
modity subject to laws of supply and demand.8 The economic 
cost of producing the printed page, n o w m u c h more calculable 
than under the monastic system of scribes, gives the fictional 
character a fresh concern with h u m a n mortality. In more ways 
than one, there is a real price on his head! Perhaps aware of 
this gloomy fact, after repeated harassments from the elusive 
enchanter, D o  n Quixote experiences one of his worst m o  ­
ments w h e  n he discovers the printing press at Barcelona to be 
the fountain of his being.9 
In light of the novelistic character's birth in the 
marketplace, it was almost predictable that a shrewd, middle-
aged London printer would step in to meet an economic de-
m a n  d with "a n e  w species of writing," something distinctly dif­
ferent from the aristocratic romance long associated with a 
pre-Gutenberg, oral culture.10 Without knowing that he is al­
ready part of a n e  w genre, M r  . B  . predicts his future by refer­
ring to an old-fashioned one w h e  n he tells Pamela, " w  e shall 
make out between us, before w e have done, a pretty story in 
romance I warrant ye ." u But eventually, after reading her 
journal in Lincolnshire, his romantic fantasy gives way to the 
spell of her writing, which, however, is supposedly not the 
printed text that the actual reader has been engaged with from 
the start. M r  . B .  , w  e are to understand, has been treated to 
something m u c h more authentic as a reading encounter—the 
heroine's manuscripts.12 
As part of the deeper illusion of reality in the novel 
and a reflexive subterfuge for a printer to adopt, the major 
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characters tend to disparage books, not just "romances," as 
counterfeits for direct experience in the everyday world. It 
is for the effete M r  . Williams to enjoy such French texts 
as Fenelon's Telemaque and Boileau's Le Lutrin, and in one 
scene he is startled w h e n the presumably more virile M r . B . 
chances upon him while engrossed in reading.13 "Writing­
to-the-moment," by contrast, evinces heartfelt energy; and 
Mrs . Jewkes has reason to seize Pamela's pen, paper, and ink, 
as well as her shoes. Despite her vulgarity, moreover, Mrs . 
Jewkes gives utterance to a truth that Pamela and M r  . B  . both 
share about book learning: "these scholars . . . have not the 
hearts of mice. "14 The difference between mice and m e  n is the 
difference between print and script, an idea brought out w h e n 
M r  . B  . threatens to strip Pamela to get at the letters hidden in 
her underwear and thus to penetrate the secret of her "inner­
most" self. It is this power of divining the origin of one's tex­
tual selfhood, whether as writer or reader (the two roles are 
interdependent), that sets these characters apart from the 
merely literate ones. 
Reading in a writerly manner is the most valued at­
tainment of Austen's characters, and thus Catherine Morland's 
choice offiction is not in itself at issue: 
Yes, novels;—for I will not adopt that ungenerous and 
impolitic custom so c o m m o  n with novel writers, of 
degrading by their contemptuous censure the very 
performances, to the number of which they are them­
selves adding—joining with their greatest enemies in 
bestowing the harshest epithets on such works, and 
scarcely ever permitting them to be read by their o w n 
heroine, w h o , if she accidentally take up a novel, 
is sure to turn over its insipid pages with disgust. 
(NA, 37) 
This story distinguishes between those w h o either misread or 
only pretend to read novels and those w h o read them imagina­
tively, even to a visionary extreme. Henry's disinterested en­
counter with Gothic romances is a corrective to Catherine's 
hallucinatory indulgence; but her penchant for thisfiction also 
stems from the ennui of everyday life, which the newspaper 
and other pulp media try unsuccessfully to record. 
The ironic anti-book theme in Northanger Abbey pits 
even useless written artifacts against the pragmatic tomes that 
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m e  n of business need to consult. Catherine's desire to light 
upon a "precious manuscript" is clearly mediated by Radcliffe's 
mysterious texts, but it m a y also evidence her boredom with 
the h u m d r u  m duodecimos of the circulating library. A parallel 
to her sexual awakening with Henry, her motive in reading is 
toward an encounter with the real thing rather than its printed 
surrogate: "Her greedy eye glanced rapidly over a page. She 
started at its import. Could it be possible, or did not her senses 
play her false?—An inventory of linen, in coarse and modern 
characters, seemed all that was before her!" (NA, 172). 
Notwithstanding this setback, however, Catherine 
later refuses to believe that General Tilney could actually "be 
poring over the affairs of the nation for hours" instead of doing 
something darkly mysterious at night: "To be kept up for 
hours, after the family were in bed, by stupid pamphlets, was 
not very likely" (NA, 187). Like the newspaper, which indif­
ferent household heads (Mr. Palmer, General Tilney, M r  . 
Price) employ to escape domestic conversation, the "stupid 
pamphlets" do not represent reality as opposed to the illusions 
of romance: they represent forms of public discourse, of jour­
nalistic rhetoric associated with the printing medium, vis-a-vis 
the private letter. It is a testimony to the barrier between 
mother and daughter that Mrs . Morland must resort to '"a 
very clever Essay in one of the books up stairs upon m u c h 
such a subject, about young girls that have been spoilt for 
h o m  e by great acquaintance—"The Mirror," I think" (NA, 
241). Such materials are "stupid" because they are inanimate, 
articles mass-produced for consumption, and thus alien ob­
jects for the heroine's real soul hunger, w  e are to believe. 
Whole scenes in Austen show characters struggling 
with competing forms of discourse; but the personal letter al­
ways takes precedence, even over speech, as the most direct 
expression of the self. The reading/writing experiences some­
times go on simultaneously. As soon as the "anxieties of com­
m o n life" replace the "alarms of romance, ' Catherine is finally 
undeceived about her novel-reading companion after receiv­
ing James's account of her breaking their engagement. While 
the general is safely out of the way "between his cocoa and his 
newspaper," Catherine reads her brother's letter in Henry's 
presence; and the triangular situation has the effect of drawing 
hero and heroine together: "Catherine had not read three 
lines before her sudden change of countenance, and short ex­
clamations of sorrowing wonder, declared her to be receiving 
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unpleasant news; and Henry, earnestly watching her through 
the whole letter, saw plainly that it ended no better than it be­
gan" (NA, 202-03). Presumably a record of the m o m e n t , un­
diluted by copyeditor and printer, and secure from the distrac­
tions of a face-to-face meeting with the writer, the letter 
demands the concentrated attention that the sounds of actual 
speech could never receive. Once produced and sent off, 
moreover, the letter becomes appropriated by the receiver's 
discourse. In this scene what matters is not James's feelings or 
Isabella's callousness, since this information would add noth­
ing to the story; rather, it is the heroine's experience, shared 
sympathetically with her beloved, of comprehending at last 
the treachery of a w o m a  n she had trusted. Possible inter­
ference from the senex iratus with his newspaper adds stimu­
lus to their intimacy in the reading performance. At this stage 
in the plot Isabella's letter of explanation arrives as an anti­
climax; Catherine is already fortified enough to read the 
"strain of shallow artifice" without the assistance of her m e n  ­
tor: "She must think m e an idiot, or she could not have written 
so; but perhaps this has served to make her character better 
known to m e than mine is to her" ( N A , 218). Her judgmental 
response, furthermore, no matter h o  w just, is full of the I-thou 
awareness and is thus an experience best kept to herself. 
In Sense and Sensibility the popular print media 
bring the lovers together ("The same books, the same pas­
sages were idolized by each" [SS, 47]) just as they initiated the 
friendship between Isabella and Catherine, and again it is the 
personal letter that occasions a shock of recognition. Bearing 
earmarks of the epistolary novel form, the scene (SS, II, 7) 
comprises a triad of voices (Marianne, Elinor, and Mrs . Jen­
nings), but with Elinor's experience of reading Willoughby's 
letter in the foreground. Delaying tactics, especially Mrs . Jen­
nings's inadvertent chatter about young girls in love, build up 
suspense; and the sight of "Marianne stretched on the bed, al­
most choked by grief, one letter in her hand, and two or three 
others lying by her" (SS, 182) is itself a tableau from the senti­
mental novel. Since the letter appears in full, Elinor's moral 
indignation is almost superfluous; but of relevance here is the 
power of the med ium to activate consciousness: 
In her earnest meditations on the contents of the 
letter, on the depravity of that mind which could dic­
tate it, and, probably, on the very different mind of a 
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very different person, w h  o had no other connection 
whatever with the affair than what her heart gave him 
with every thing that passed, Elinor forgot the i m m e  ­
diate distress of her sister, forgot that she had three 
letters on her lap yet unread, and so entirely forgot 
h o w long she had been in the room, that when on 
hearing a carriage drive up to the door, she went to 
the window to see w h o could be coming so unreason­
ably early. (SS, 184) 
Perhaps intuition tells Elinor that this letter was dictated by 
Miss Grey; in any case, despite the trauma caused to Mari­
anne, it is to Willoughby's credit as a judge of style, if not as a 
gentleman, that he refrained from writing on this occasion. 
O n  e of the mitigating circumstances of Willoughby's 
confession near the end of the story is his rapport with Elinor 
while recalling his wife's "depravity" as author; and his re­
markable excuse for not answering Marianne's letters be­
forehand was his supposed inability to avoid cliches to de­
scribe their past relationship: 
"—Every line, every word was—in the hackneyed 
metaphor which their dear writer, were she here, 
would forbid—a dagger to m  y heart. To know that 
Marianne was in town was—in the same language—a 
thunderbolt.—Thunderbolts and daggers!—what a 
reproof would she have given me!—her taste, her 
opinions—I believe they are better known to m  e than 
m y own,—and I a m sure they are dearer.'' (SS, 325) 
Willoughby has the sense to know that thunderbolts and dag­
gers, the stuff of potboilers, do not belong in a letter express­
ing sincere feeling; and so, lacking his o w  n words, he pre­
ferred to give rein to the voice of a jealous w o m a  n in this 
triangle. His honest assessment of his role in this dilemma 
echoes the author's realpolitik: "And after all, what did it sig­
nify to m  y character in the opinion of Marianne and her 
friends, in what language m  y answer was couched?—It must 
have been only to one end. M  y business was to declare myself 
a scoundrel, and whether I did it with a b o  w or a bluster was of 
little importance" (SS, 328). Despite his failure as a writer, 
Willoughby disarms Elinor in this scene with his penetration 
as a reader of his story; and his performance as a speaker 
eclipses anything done by his counterparts. 
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The letter not only reveals character but, as with Miss 
Grey, m a  y be his or her most convincing presence in the nar­
rative. Although such letters as Darcy's and Frank Churchill's 
written to explain themselves after a bad performance, or Col­
lins's to denounce Lydia after her elopement, all lack tension, 
others, like Collins's offer of the "olive branch" or Wentworth's 
proposal, are closely integrated with the dialogical language of 
the text, symbolized by the script/print antithesis. Just as M r  . 
Bennet retreats to his library to avoid the "anxieties of c o m  ­
m o  n life," so M r  . Collins, lacking the imagination to read or 
write from the heart, pompously rejects all novels on principle 
and chooses Fordyce's sermons for drawing-room entertain­
ment. Given his intention to wield a sexist authority over the 
Bennet girls, he deserves, of course, to be interrupted; but his 
words nevertheless have dramatic irony for Lydia: "I have 
often observed h o w little young ladies are interested by books 
of a serious stamp, though written solely for their benefit. It 
amazes m e  , I confess;—for certainly, there can be nothing so 
advantageous to them as instruction" (PP, 69). Collins's offer 
to play backgammon with M r  . Bennet immediately after this 
lecture and his refusal to renew the sermon despite the 
women's entreaties suggest that "books of a serious stamp" 
hold little real interest for him either. Books for both m e  n are 
instruments of power, not the means of what Johnson called 
"exchanging minds."15 
2. The Writerly Reader 
Austen's characters, m e  n as well as w o m e n  , have no­
toriously little to do but think and talk about each other. They 
sometimes engage in outdoor activities like walking and 
riding, but most of the time characters exist primarily as dis­
course. N  o wonder, then, that the act of reading has special 
importance for hero and heroine alike. To write well, one must 
also read well—read, as Pope advised, "With the same Spirit 
that its Author writ." In terms of the daily drama of Austens 
novels, then, reading the text of the other character is an act 
requiring not only intelligence, perspicacity, and disin­
terestedness: ideally it involves "exchanging minds," a crea­
tive immersion of self in the other. 
A m o n  g the other kinds of performances, some impor­
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tant scenes depict the central character engaged with a text, 
whether as a reader or as a letter-writer, and for good measure 
sometimes both. In Pride and Prejudice two successive scenes 
at Netherfield, which divide groups into card-players (non­
readers), on the one hand, and readers/writers, on the other, 
show the hero's personal integrity in conversation with al­
azons. In thefirst (I, 10), M r  . Hurst and M r  . Bingley play pi­
quet, with Mrs  . Hurst as observer, while M r  . Darcy writes a 
letter to his sister, indubitable proof of his finer tone, and 
Elizabeth does needlework and derives quiet amusement 
from Miss Bingley s attempts to ingratiate herself by offering to 
m e n d his pen andflattering him: "The perpetual c o m m e n d a ­
tions of the lady either on his hand-writing, or on the evenness 
of his lines, or on the length of his letter, with the perfect un­
concern with which her praises were received, formed a curi­
ous dialogue" (PP, 47). Miss Bingley is quite literally without 
penetration, unable to invade the hero's privacy to meet the 
inner self engaged in his correspondence with Georgiana; 
hence, in her hopeless isolation, she can only talk idly about 
the mechanics of penmanship. M r  . Bingley, however, ad­
dresses the provenance of writing and makes an unlucky com­
parison of his friend's careful style to his o w  n spontaneous 
letters, which elicits a sharp attack on the pretense of humility 
and the hidden claim of inspiration: 
"—for you are really proud of your defects in writing, 
because you consider them as proceeding from a ra­
pidity of thought and carelessness of execution, which 
if not estimable, you think at least highly interesting. 
The power of doing any thing with quickness is always 
m u c h prized by the possessor, and often without any 
attention to the imperfection of the performance." 
(PP, 48-49) 
Writing should reveal emotion, w  e are to understand, but it 
also requires a measured choice of words to communicate 
ideas forcefully—the plain style used in Darcy s letter of ex­
planation to Elizabeth, and in Mrs  . Gardiner's as well. Miss 
Bingley s "raptures" and M r  . Bingley s "rapidity of thought" 
are the cliches of romantic authorship and egotism that 
Willoughby himself deplored. 
In the second scene (I, 11), after the failure of his re­
quest to play cards ("Mr. Darcy did not wish for cards"), " M r  . 
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Hurst had therefore nothing to do, but to stretch himself on 
one of the sophas and go to sleep" (PP, 54); and his wife oc­
cupied herself "in playing with her bracelets and rings" as well 
as in joining intermittently the dialogue between Jane and her 
brother. As before, M r . Darcy is absorbed in reading instead 
of writing; and again Miss Bingley exposes her illiteracy in her 
stabs at conversation: 
At length, quite exhausted by the attempt to be 
amused with her o w  n book, which she had only 
chosen because it was the second volume of his, she 
gave a great yawn and said, " H o  w pleasant it is to 
spend an evening in this way! I declare after all there 
is no enjoyment like reading! H o  w m u c  h sooner one 
tires of any thing than of a book!—When I have a 
house of m y own , I shall be miserable if I have not an 
excellent library." 
N  o one made any reply. (PP, 55) 
Besides the broad hint about the library at Pemberley, her 
effusion over the pleasure of reading is a transparent ruse to 
interrupt the hero's silent focus on a text; as in the faux pas 
committed by the Thorpes in rivalry with Catherine's genuine 
knowledge of books, so this braggadocio's empty words are 
enough to condemn her and do not merit comment from the 
others. 
Later, while dancing with Elizabeth at the Lucases', 
M r  . Darcy proposes a subject for conversation that Miss Bing­
ley no doubt would have seized upon greedily, to her 
detriment: 
"What think you of books?' said he, smiling. 
"Books—Oh! no.—I a m sure w e never read 
the same, or not with the same feelings." 
"I a  m sorry you think so; but if that be the 
case, there can at least be no want of subject.—We 
may compare our different opinions. " 
"No—I cannot talk of books in a ball-room; 
m  y head is always full of something else." 
"The present always occupies you in such 
scenes—does it?" said he, with a look of doubt. 
"Yes, always," she replied, without knowing 
what she said, for her thoughts had wandered far from 
the subject. (PP, 93) 
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Without knowing what she said. In contrast to Miss Bingley, 
w h  o had talked designedly to no avail, Elizabeth gains in 
Darcy's esteem by her spontaneous expressiveness and utter 
lack of affectation. Above all, with the earlier scene in mind, 
M r  . Darcy can deduce her genuine seriousness as a reader 
from her refusal to mak e small talk about books. Thanks to the 
previous negative stimulus from Miss Bingley, in other words, 
the protagonists are nudged as well as drawn together in a tex­
tual enterprise. 
At best, reading is the word m a d e flesh, a reification 
of ciphers on the written or printed page. Characters too ener­
vated to mak e this mental effort grope blindly at the text and 
as a last refuge mak e a fetish of the writer's tools. For instance, 
Harriet's mementoes of M r . Elton's "courtship" are suspicious 
on various counts. These "relicks' contrast the heroine's criti­
cal detachment from her protegee's sentimentalizing of trivia; 
but this exaggerated homage to writing implements reveals 
more than Harriet's dull wits, already well recognized at this 
stage: the objects reveal a secret about M r  . Elton—his acci­
dent while trying to write: 
" — D  o not you remember his cutting hisfinger with 
your n e w penknife, and your recommending court 
plaister?—But as you had none about you, and knew 
I had, you desired m  e to supply him; and so I took 
mine out and cut him a piece; but it was a great deal 
too large, and he cut it smaller, and kept playing some 
time with what was left, before he gave it back to m e  . 
A n  d so then, in m  y nonsense, I could not help making 
a treasure of it—so I put it by never to be used, and 
looked at it n o  w and then as a great treat." (E, 338) 
As E m m  a admits in this scene that she had had some court 
plaster at the time but wanted Harriet to use hers instead to 
enhance her intimacy with M r  . Elton, the erotic significance 
of the material is explicit. W h e  n linked to Harriet's "superior 
treasure," that is, the "end of an old pencil,—the part without 
any lead " (E, 339), a pattern emerges: both mementoes derive 
from M r  . Elton's problems w h e  n cutting a writing instrument 
(pen and pencil) and needing the women's help; in thefirst in­
stance, E m m a ' s "new penknife " proves dangerous; in the sec­
ond, the pencil runs out of lead. 
The pen, Anne Elliot reminds us (P, 234), has tradi­
158 
Text 
tionally been the man's prerogative; and M r . Darcy knows 
better than to allow Miss Bingley to m e n d his: "Thank you— 
but I always m e n d m y own" (PP, 47). Likewise, it is the be­
stowing of this power to write that forms the earliest bond be­
tween Fanny and E d m u n d : 
they went together into the breakfast-room, where 
E d m u n  d prepared her paper, and ruled her lines with 
all the good will that her brother could himself have 
felt, and probably with somewhat more exactness. H  e 
continued with her the whole time of her writing, to 
assist her with his penknife or his orthography, as ei­
ther were wanted; and added to these attentions, 
which she felt very m u c h  , a kindness to her brother, 
which delighted her beyond all the rest. (MP, 16) 
Harriet's mementoes are not just a reiteration of her nonsen­
sical attitude; in the context of M r  . Elton's uxorious role in 
marriage, these artifacts, in retrospect, suggest that he was 
never m a n enough to be E m m a ' s husband, if only because he 
could not handle her (appropriately) sharp penknife! M o r e  ­
over, as Harriet is no more successful than Miss Bingley in en­
tering a man's heart through his writing instrument, the first-
aid remnant and broken pencil should tell that her loss is not 
to be mourned. Notwithstanding M r . Elton's facility at cha­
rades, E m m  a proves to be right about his shallow expressions 
of gallantry and in suspecting his mercenary motives while 
proposing to her in the carriage. Possessing so little writer's 
promise, therefore, it is not unexpected that M r  . Elton is an 
indifferent reader, capable of winning only Harriet as an audi­
ence during her portrait sessions: "Harriet listened, and 
E m m a drew in peace " (E, 47). 
Despite the reputation attributed to her by the ironic 
narrator in the first chapter, E m m  a Woodhouse from the 
very beginning is an alert, circumspect reader, equal to M r  . 
Knightley in critical judgment and more daring in imagina­
tion. In fact, one character, Robert Martin, w h  o is denied any 
actual conversation, presents himself largely through the re­
sponse that his letter involuntarily creates in E m m a ' s mind. At 
first, outward signs reinforce the heroine's prejudice against 
his class: "I had no idea that he could be so very clownish, 
so totally without air" (£, 32). Yet upon reading his letter to 
Harriet, she changes her mind: 
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There were not merely no grammatical errors, but as 
a composition it would not have disgraced a gentle­
m a n ; the language, though plain, was strong and un­
affected, and the sentiments it conveyed very m u c  h to 
the credit of the writer. It was short, but expressed 
good sense, w a r  m attachment, liberality, propriety, 
even delicacy of feeling. (E, 50-51) 
Against the possibility that someone had dictated the letter, 
E m m  a asserts, with authorial license, that "it is not the style of 
a w o m a n ; no, certainly, it is too strong and concise; not diffuse 
enough for a w o m a n ' ( E  , 51). In this act of reading, she enters 
M r . Knightley's discourse exactly: "It is so with some m e n . 
Yes, I understand the sort of mind. "16 
Good writing is of a piece with good reading; and, as 
expected, Robert Martin's taste in books is not frivolous. To 
E m m a '  s question concerning his background beyond farming, 
Harriet replies falteringly: 
"but I believe he has read a good deal—but not what 
you would think any thing of. H  e reads the Agricul­
tural Reports and some other books, that lay in one of 
the window seats—but he reads all them to himself. 
But sometimes of an evening, before w e went to 
cards, he would read something aloud out of the Ele­
gant Extracts—very entertaining. A n d I know he has 
read the Vicar of Wakefield. H  e never read the Ro  ­
mance of the Forest, nor the Children of the Abbey. 
H  e had never heard of such books before I mentioned 
them, but he is determined to get them n o w as soon 
as ever he can. " (E, 29) 
Martin's effort to accommodate his reading to Harriet's sup­
posed interests in books is good-natured, but his failure to do 
so implies the same masculine activism that M r . Knightley and 
his brother represent in the story: ' " H  e has not been able to 
get the Romance of the Forest yet. H e was so busy the last 
time he was at Kingston that he quite forgot it, but he goes 
again to-morrow ' (E, 32). If the evidence of his reading that 
same potpourri used at Hartfield, Elegant Extracts, passes 
without comment , it m a y also be significant that the heroine is 
silent on his ignorance of Gothic romances. Martin's choice of 
Goldsmith, however, probably reveals a Johnsonian serious­
ness about fiction. 
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In view of Martin's proven qualities as reader and 
writer, E m m a '  s premature judgment of his education resounds 
with dramatic irony: 
" H o  w m u c h his business engrosses him already, is 
very plain from the circumstances of his forgetting to 
inquire for the book you recommended. H e was a 
great deal too full of the market to think of any thing 
else—which is just as it should be, for a thriving m a n . 
Wha t has he to do with books? A n d I have no doubt 
that he will thrive and be a very rich m a  n in time— 
and his being illiterate and coarse need not disturb 
us." (E, 33-34) 
As E m m  a discovers shortly after this scene, Martin's letter re­
veals a natural gentility rather than a bookish head; and if busi­
ness prevents his spending m u c  h time at the circulating li­
brary, his reading of the agricultural reports, the kind of 
professional habit the Knightleys also exercise, probably con­
tributes to the "English verdure, English culture, English 
comfort" (E, 360) that she herself so admires. 
E m m a '  s talk about education is really for Harriet's 
benefit and is intended to denigrate Martin; her o w  n capacity 
to read imaginatively owes little to the medium of print, as 
M r  . Knightley attests: 
" E m m  a has been meaning to read more ever since 
she was twelve years old. I have seen a great many 
lists of her drawing up at various times of books that 
she meant to read regularly through—and very good 
lists they were—very well chosen, and very neatly ar­
ranged—sometimes alphabetically, and sometimes by 
some other rule. The list she drew up when only four­
teen—I remember thinking it did her judgment so 
m u c h credit, that I preserved it some time; and I dare 
say she may have made out a very good list now. But I 
have done with expecting any course of steady read­
ing from E m m a  . She will never submit to any thing 
requiring industry and patience, and a subjection of 
the fancy to the understanding." (£, 37) 
M r  . Knightleys indictment here ma  y be tongue-in-cheek; 
in any case, his emphasis upon quantity and encyclopedic 
method, the heritage of the printing revolution and the intel­
lectual achievement of the Enlightenment, is unlikely to im­
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prove a lively mind. In the end he recants self-mockingly: "It 
was very natural for you to say, what right has he to lecture 
m e ? — a n d I a m afraid very natural for you to feel that it was 
done in a disagreeable manner. I do not believe I did you any 
good. The good was all to myself, by making you an object of 
the tenderest affection to m e  " (E, 462). In thus renouncing his 
educational program M r  . Knightley m a  y be only speaking out 
of love; and Austen's text lacks the tendentiousness of Words-
worth: "Sweet is the lore which Nature brings."17 Yet, without 
sending her characters off to a vernal wood to gain wisdom, 
Austen does imply a norm that undermines the importance of 
books to stress the intuition of the individual mind: "Nature 
gave you understanding" (E, 462). Neither books nor mentor 
can do m u c  h to improve a reader w h  o lacks this natural gift. 
3. The Violence of the Word 
Only a few characters are capable of reading in a writ­
erly manner, and sometimes even they lack the will to cope 
with the text. Authentic experience, not the standardization of 
that experience in book form, is the aim of the encounter, as 
the contrast between a line of poetry and the published in­
terpretation suggests: " The course of true love never did run 
smooth—A Hartfield edition of Shakespeare would have a long 
note on that passage'" (E, 75). Given her sureness in pen­
etrating the written text, therefore, E m m a '  s quixotism derives 
not from books or letters but from narratives related by others, 
which are, in turn, sometimes a character's account of a letter. 
Because of E m m a ' s lexical acuity, in fact, the written word can 
be a threatening presence, not to be glossed over but physi­
cally shunned if at all possible. In her triangular confrontations 
with others, however, the relative freedom of the speech act 
stimulates her imagination to "read" self-serving arrangements 
of motives and actions. Thus, from hatred of the speaker and 
jealousy of the subject, E m m  a deliberately avoids the possibil­
ity of having the romance she has just spun proven illusory by 
confronting the actual document: "though m u c  h had been 
forced on her against her will, though she had in fact heard the 
whole substance of Jane Fairfax's letter, she had been able to 
escape the letter itself" (E, 162). Like E m m a  , M r . Knightley 
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appears to gain access to Frank Churchill's letters at times; but 
he cannot be trusted to read a rival's narrative disinterestedly: 
"His letters disgust m e  " (E, 149). Although perceiving Church­
ill in the guise of a Lovelace or Montoni throughout the earlier 
intrigues, the hero at last reads the erstwhile villain's "very 
thick letter" (E, 436) and concedes: "Well, there is feeling 
here .—He does seem to have suffered in finding her ill.— 
Certainly, I can have no doubt of his being fond of her" (E, 
447). Secure in possession of his beloved, the hero can afford 
to respond to the text in the spirit expressed by the author. 
As in any performance, an element of danger enters 
into the act of reading to stimulate the faculties into the requi­
site "flow." Characters w h  o lack this energy and courage re­
treat into illiteracy to blinker themselves from the informing 
word. Mrs . Bates, w e know, requires special handling w h e n ­
ever a letter from Jane arrives; and the fear of reading or hear­
ing any bad news about the girl implies the essential violence 
of writing per se. This old woman's blindnessfindsa parallel in 
M r  . Woodhouse's susceptibility to drafts (invasion of privacy) 
and his cowering behind the shrubbery. Not only is he unable 
to read, but on one occasion he suffers a significant loss of 
memory . 
M r  . Woodhouse's repeated efforts to recall the popu­
lar riddle "Kitty, a fair but frozen maid" (E, I, 9) are symp­
tomatic of his neurotic withdrawal from life and dependence 
on his daughter's protection. The occasion unites him with an­
other illiterate, Harriet, w h  o is "collecting and transcribing all 
the riddles of every sort that she could meet with, into a thin 
quarto of hot-pressed paper, m a d e up by her friend, and orna­
mented with cyphers and trophies " (E, 69). Although Harriet's 
attention, like Miss Bingley's, is typically drawn to the m e  ­
chanics of writing—the hot-pressed paper and careful pen­
manship—rather than to the interpretation of the word 
games, throughout the chapter inspiration, m e m o r y , and ar­
cane language are the subjects of conversation; and for the 
only time in the novel M r  . Elton attains a certain eloquence. 
Prompted by his misplaced feelings for E m m a  , 
Elton's m e m o r y is quick all the while M r . Woodhouse is fum­
bling for more than thefirst line of the elusive riddle: 
[Mr. Elton] was invited to contribute any really good 
enigmas, charades, or conundrums that he might rec­
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ollect; and she had the pleasure of seeing him most 
intently at work with his recollections; and at the 
same time, as she could perceive, most earnestly 
careful that nothing ungallant, nothing that did not 
breathe a compliment to the sex should pass his lips. 
They owed to him their two or three politest puzzles; 
and the joy and exultation with which at last he re­
called, and rather sentimentally recited, that well-
k n o w  n charade, 
M  y first doth affliction denote, 
W h i c  h m  y second is destin'd to feel 
A n  d m  y whole is the best antidote 
That affliction to soften and heal.— 
m a d  e her quite sorry to acknowledge that they had 
transcribed it some pages ago already. (E, 70) 
A  n interpretative problem quietly injected in all this activity 
concerns authorship and intention. The "well-known charade" 
derives from the oral tradition of folklore and as such belongs 
to the generations of people w h  o passed it d o w  n through 
m e m o r y  . Like other forms in this tradition, notably the ballad, 
folk song, and country dance, it is being removed from a local 
speech-oriented culture and recorded in book collections for 
enjoyment by a general reading public.18 Perhaps a major rea­
son that characters in this scene are having difficulty with their 
memories is their greater reliance on books as an ersatz mind, 
in imitation of Swifts Modern . Because it is a radically closed 
text, the charade offers a number of dramatic ironies within 
the action: characters are divided according to their ability to 
recall the exact words of the p o e m , to solve its verbal puzzle, 
and even to compose an original one. M r  . Elton has the en­
ergy to do all three but nevertheless fails to communicate his 
intention adequately to his readers. E m m  a is expert at solving 
the riddles but not at interpreting the writer's intention. Har­
riet and M r  . Woodhouse , of course, are utterly incompetent to 
read any text and also lack the m e m o r y requisite to oral, illit­
erate culture. 
Without narrative interference, characters struggle 
alone against the resistant language and find meanings to fit 
their individual needs. W h e  n M r  . Elton returns the "very 
next day" with a conundrum of his o w n making, only E m m  a 
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solves it but attributes its object as Harriet. M r . Woodhouse , 
without comprehending a word of it, nevertheless feels sure of 
its author: " — N o b o d y could have written so prettily, but you, 
E m m a " (E, 78). Her reading of it, moreover, momentarily 
evokes his past life: "Your dear mother was so clever at all 
those things! If I had but her m e m o r y ! But I can remember 
nothing;—not even that particular riddle which you have 
heard m e mention; I can only recollect thefirst stanza; and 
there are several." M r . Woodhouse's problem, of course, in­
volves more than mere forgetfulness: for one reason or another 
he lacks the energy to read and instead relies on the voice 
for verbal communication. W h e  n told that it is(one of David 
Garrick's charades in Elegant Extracts19 and that it is already 
copied out in Harriet's album, M r  . Woodhouse is mysteriously 
addled: 
"Aye , very true—I wish I could recollect more of it. 
Kitty, a fair but frozen maid. 
The n a m e makes m e think of poor Isabella; for she 
was very near being christened Catherine after her 
grandmama." (E, 79) 
The fact that the riddle has been found in a book is not m u c h 
comfort to this illiterate; and unless he can recall the text by 
m e m o r  y it will remain forever out of reach. Th  e cause of his 
amnesia, however, needs interpretation. 
Presumably the reader himself is expected to r e m e m  ­
ber the p o e m attributed to Garrick, which sometimes sub­
stitutes the word forward for frozen: 
Kitty, a fair, but frozen maid, 
Kindled a flame I still deplore; 
The hood-wink'd boy I call'd in aid, 
M u c  h of his near approach afraid, 
So fatal to m  y suit before. 
At length, propitious to m  y pray'r, 
The little urchin came; 
At once he fought the midway air, 
A n d soon he clear'd, with dextrous care, 
Th  e bitter relicks of m  y flame. 
To Kitty, Fanny n o w succeeds,

She kindles slow, but lasting fires:
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With care m  y appetite she feeds; 
Each day some willing victim bleeds, 
To satisfy m  y strange desires. 
Say, by what title, or what name  , 
Must I this youth address? 
Cupid and he are not the same, 
Tho' both can raise, or quench a flame— 
I'll kiss you, if you guess. 
The n a m e of the youth, w e know, is chimney sweeper; 
and the speaker in the p o e m is the chimney, w h o was nearly 
set afire by Kitty's careless kindling technique; the emended 
"forward maid" refers to her haste in building thefire, while 
"frozen maid" tells us her motive in being "forward." Although 
Cupid and the chimney sweeper are not the same, the persona 
of the p o e  m is clearly male and is nervous about being in the 
hands, if not in the arms, of w o m e n  . In the epoch of the prince 
regent, to w h o  m this novel is dedicated, the lines "Each day 
some willing victim bleeds, / To satisfy m  y strange desires" 
would invite an erotic interpretation unsuspected by M r  . 
Woodhouse, w h o , w e m a y assume, has repressed the violence 
of desire to the extent of numbing all sensations of the living 
body. As Alice Chandler has suggested, the "flame I still de­
plore" m a  y allude to venereal disease, of which the persona is 
cured by the urchin of the second stanza.20 Fanny, in the third 
stanza, is apparently a virginal partner; and the image of the 
chimney sweeper connotes in general the idea of sexual inter­
course. However w  e read this scene, it is at least clear that 
while M r  . Elton's wordplay is tamely decorous, the riddle M r  . 
Woodhouse is attempting to recall is remarkably erotic; and 
indeed the subject matter m a  y be responsible for his amnesia. 
In a novel where m u c h of the action concerns reading 
and reflexively imitates the actual reader's confrontation with 
the text, Austen's strategy of alluding to a popular riddle 
which, as is often the case, hints darkly of a sexual relationship 
frees her of the onus of authorial intentionality and posits the 
anonymous conditions of folklore by placing the burden on her 
audience.21 Unlike Mrs . Bates's dependence on her daughter 
to read Jane's letters, M r  . Woodhouse's incapacity toward the 
written text is not caused by laziness or fear of bad news; in­
stead, it appears to conceal a sexual problem of some kind, 
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perhaps analogous to the one revealed in the riddle. Almost as 
if someday she anticipated volumes of hermeneutics to explain 
the mystery, the puckish author seems to be teasing the 
reader here. In contrast to anotherfictional widower, Squire 
Airworthy, w h  o continues to love his wife beyond the grave, 
M r . Woodhouse seems to have compensated for the loss of his 
spouse by forming an emotional attachment to his daughter 
that waives all male libido under the incest taboo. The role of 
psychosomatic invalid, perhaps unconsciously assumed, at 
times surfaces as a deliberate means of shirking responsibili­
ties, as in his refusal to attend the Coles's party and the ball at 
the Crown Inn. But the cost of denying the body is seen not 
only in his mental block toward anything erotic but more gen­
erally in a failure of desire: hence, his energy level is inferior 
even to Harriet's feeble wit in trying to probe M r  . Elton's cha­
rade. O n e reads with the body, and the strength of the word is 
commensurate with the imaginative responsiveness of the 
perceiver. 
Granted this freedom—and challenge—we m a y see 
such behaviors as the restrictive diet of "nice smooth gruel, 
thin, but not too thin,' the phobia about drafts, dampness, 
and almost any meteorological condition, and the hysteria 
over venturing beyond the shrubbery or the fireplace, as re­
gressive "feminine" denials of energy that the heroine must 
surmount in her quest for deliverance from male hegemony. 
Beneath the mantle of sensibility, M r . Woodhouse unwittingly 
gives utterance to all the dire fears about sexual union as 
death. His mournful compassion toward w o m e  n w h  o marry, 
and also toward the children w h  o result from parturition, 
which like death is a mysterious and violent fact of h u m a  n life, 
is thus ambivalent: "Ah! poor Miss Taylor! 'tis a sad business "; 
"poor Isabella"; and her "poor little dears." The Westons' 
wedding cake was poison to M r . Woodhouse for reasons other 
than its enzymes. His premonitions of death at the idea of mar­
riage—and, implicitly, sexual intercourse—underlie his stub­
born insistence on the rules of politeness due a bride, w h e n he 
suddenly assumes patriarchal authority in insisting on E m m a '  s 
duty to Mrs . Elton (E, 280). 
Ironically, though again no one in the scene appears 
to notice, it takes Mrs . Elton's vulgar airs to pronounce the un­
thinkable about M r . Woodhouse: 
167 
Text 
"Here comes this dear old beau of mine, I protest!— 
Only think of his gallantry in coming away before the 
other men!—what a dear creature he is;—I assure 
you I like him excessively. I admire all that quaint, 
old-fashioned politeness; it is m u c h more to m y taste 
than modern ease; modern ease often disgusts m e  . 
But this good old M r . Woodhouse, I wish you had 
heard his gallant speeches to m  e at dinner. O h  ! I as­
sure you I began to think m  y caro sposa would be ab­
solutely jealous." (E, 302) 
His "gallant speeches" were probably no more than a gra­
tuitous compliment on her gown and other polite gestures; yet 
Mrs . Elton's typically gross interpretation raises at least the 
possibility of some libido in E m m a ' s father and thus accounts 
for his interest in bawdy charades. In sum, unlike Sir Walter 
Elliot, M r . Woodhouse has a prodigious "inner life" encoded 
in his text; and though not a talker to compete with Miss 
Bates, he too possesses secrets worth probing. 
4. The ''Language of Real Feeling' 
Austen's carnivalesque prose mimics layer upon layer 
of texts, rendering characters within a spectrum ranging from 
parodic types, with a m i n i m u m of signifiers, to complex modes 
of discourse; and as w  e have seen, both extremes m a  y appear 
in the same character at different points in the story. Although 
numerous "empty spaces" usual to narrative appear in her pre­
sentation,22 where some indeterminacies like the allusion to 
"Kitty" m a y be functional to the characterization, as if aware of 
the need for control, Austen seems deliberately to thematize 
the hermeneutic play required of her readers. Without going 
so far as Richardson's creation of "spare parts kits" like the 
elaborate footnotes and other intrusive commentary appended 
to the text of Clarissa,23 Austen is nevertheless at pains to offer 
specimens of ideal discourse to assist us in our interpretative 
efforts. Thus, in her fiction negative performances that break 
the rules of an encounter are always instructive; and a percep­
tive reader like Fanny Price musters the heroism to reduce 
Babel itself to harmony for the momen t . During her exile in 
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Portsmouth, for example, Fanny can be grateful even for Mary 
Crawford'sflippant writing: "There was great food for medita­
tion in this letter, and chiefly for unpleasant meditation; and 
yet, with all the uneasiness it supplied, it connected her with 
the absent, it told her of people and things about w h o  m she 
had never felt so m u c h curiosity as now, and she would have 
been glad to have been sure of such a letter every week" {MP, 
394). Apart from the practical interest of correspondence, to 
be connected with the absent is a motive of writing itself; and 
almost any shred of text suffices to initiate the reading process. 
But, of course, the absent varies in intensity to the present in 
accordance with the "mind-style" established in the language. 
Reading/writing is a process, a performance; and in a 
m o m e n  t of emotional stress even normally inert minds can 
suddenly become expressive. O n e of the most powerful letters 
in Mansfield Park appears only fragmentarily in the text, but 
its import is mediated through Fanny's consciousness. During 
Tom's illness, Lady Bertram has been keeping her niece at 
Portsmouth informed with reports 
regularly transmitted to Fanny, in the same diffuse 
style, and the same medley of trusts, hopes, and fears, 
all following and producing each other at hap-hazard. 
It was a sort of playing at being frightened. The suffer­
ings which Lady Bertram did not see, had little power 
over her fancy; and she wrote very comfortably about 
agitation and anxiety, and poor invalids, till T o  m was 
actually conveyed to Mansfield, and her o w  n eyes had 
beheld his altered appearance. (MP, 427) 
Without being directly on the scene, this emblem of moral 
sloth has used the word as a means of distancing herself from 
the crisis; but the visual encounter strikes a nerve that arouses 
her at last: "Then, a letter which she had been previously pre­
paring for Fanny, wasfinished in a different style, in the lan­
guage of real feeling and alarm; then, she wrote as she might 
have spoken. " 
Besides the continual privileging of the manuscript 
over printed matter, Austen's text insinuates still another code 
to register sincere character—a written language that seems 
equivalent to speech. To show the metamorphosis (temporary) 
of a character from insincere to sincere writer a "different 
style" is required, one that can somehow overcome the polar­
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ity between the ciphers on the page and the actual heat of 
emotion. The attempt is vain,finally, because the sincere ideal 
rising above discredited discourse is also found to be a role, 
bound to a rhetorical style in a vicious circle. Without sub­
scribing to his pastoral ideology, Austen resembles Words-
worth in her goal of arranging "a selection of the real language 
of m e  n in a state of vivid sensation"; but contrary to this poet's 
belief that feelings create the situation, her narratives, as w  e 
have seen, give priority to situation as the cause of feelings.24 
In her mimetic scale advancing from the published book to the 
"precious manuscript" toward authentic experience, the ulti­
mate trick is altogether to disclaim writing, under certain cir­
cumstances, in favor of speech—or rather, of "speech"—the 
final illusion to be conjured up from the printed page. 
Previously, w  e have seen Austen's extensive use of di­
rect discourse and free indirect discourse to project character 
immediately in the text, unadulterated by the narrator's judg­
ments. Since her alazons are usually bundles of uncontrollable 
speech-making, it is not enough simply to renounce writing 
within a context as a means of promoting the "language of real 
feeling." O  n the contrary, a speech encounter like Darcy's ill-
fated proposal at Hunsford (PP, 189-93) or Wentworth's stilted 
conversation at the White Hart ("Whether he would have pro­
ceeded farther was left to Anne's imagination to ponder over in 
a calmer hour" [P, 225]) fails to communicate the "inner self " 
to the other and needs a subsequent letter of explanation to 
reveal the character's sincere motives. 
To write as one "might have spoken," then, is no guar­
antee of "real feeling" w h e  n a character is only a tinkling c y m  ­
bal. Relatively few scenes, in fact, ever privilege speech over 
writing; and the most notable examples are in Persuasion, 
where the heroine's interior monologue foregrounds the ac­
tion and her "actual" voice goes almost unheard throughout 
the story. A n n  e Elliot's unusually assertive conversation with 
Captain Benwick about Byron and Scott, celebrated writers 
whose influence she criticizes, gives speech rather than script 
precedence over books; and upon recall the event amuses 
even the normally restrained performer (P, 101). 
That scene prepares us, moreover, for thefinale at the 
White Hart, w h e n she speaks eloquently to Captain Harville 
about the sexes while her lover is writing a letter. This is a tour 
de force of competing discourses—written, printed, and oral 
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simultaneously; and at least during the m o m e n  t of the encoun­
ter it appears as if the tongue is mightier than pen, print, or 
sword! W h a t activates the harangue on a woman's constancy 
are conversations about real events (Mrs. Musgrove and Mrs . 
Croft on Henrietta's engagement, Captain Harville on 
Louisa's), and Anne gains her voice from a "nervous thrill" that 
is communicated automatically to Wentworth and causes his 
pen to stop writing; at a later m o m e n t  , it even falls from his 
hand and alters her sense of audience, thus implying her c o m ­
plete loss of self-consciousness in the performance: "Anne was 
startled atfinding him nearer than she had supposed, and half 
inclined to suspect that the pen had only fallen, because he 
had been occupied by them, striving to catch sounds, which 
yet she did not think he could have caught" (P, 233-34). 
Then, as if by association with this accident, Anne rises to the 
occasion w h e n Harville makes the mistake of appealing to 
printed texts as evidence against her feminist dissent: 
"But let m  e observe that all histories are against you, 
all stories, prose and verse. If I had such a m e m o r  y as 
Benwick, I could bring youfifty quotations in a m o  ­
ment on m y side the argument, and I do not think I 
ever opened a book in m  y life which had not some­
thing to say upon woman's inconstancy. Songs and 
proverbs, all talk of woman's fickleness. But perhaps 
you will say, these were all written by m e n . " 
"Perhaps I shall.—Yes, yes, if you please, no 
reference to examples in books. M e  n have had every 
advantage of us in telling their o w  n story. Education 
has been theirs in so m u c h higher a degree; the pen 
has been in their hands. I will not allow books to 
prove any thing." (P, 234) 
After several centuries of the Gutenberg press, Anne is aware 
of man's enhanced power through the mass media and, quite 
understandably, dismisses the manufactured opinion that has 
standardized woman's inferior character in the long campaign 
for male supremacy.25 
Though politically "correct," Anne's eloquent speech 
in this context seems a trifle forced, like one of M r  . Knightley's 
or even M r . Collins's "lectures. ' The triangular situation here 
offsets her words ironically, as Captain Wentworth has just lost 
his pen and Captain Harville probably never uses one. In fact, 
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the real target of this attack is not the pen but the male press, 
and of the various captains in this story Benwick is the only 
one subject to the influence of books. Harville, w h  o tries 
lamely to argue from printed authority, "was no reader; but he 
had contrived excellent accommodations, and fashioned very 
pretty shelves, for a tolerable collection of well-bound vol­
umes , the property of Captain Benwick" (P, 99). Instead of 
a pen, Harville wields a brush or an awl to keep his mind 
employed according to a Johnsonian standard: " H  e drew, he 
varnished, he carpentered, he glued; he m a d e toys for the 
children, he fashioned n e  w netting-needles and pins with 
improvements; and if every thing else was done, sat d o w n 
to his large fishing-net at one corner of the room" (P, 99). 
Like Austen's positive characters in general, male or female, 
Harville is anything but bookish and presents himself effort­
lessly toward others: "Captain Harville, though not equalling 
Captain Wentworth in manners, was a perfect gentleman, un­
affected, w a r m  , and obliging" (P, 97). Arising from a spon­
taneous impulse to vent her repressed feelings vis-a-vis W e n t  ­
worth, therefore, this feminist speech addressed to Harville is 
really beside the point; but indirectly, of course, Anne's mes­
sage of undying love reaches the right person with great force. 
N  o matter h o  w climactic, this scene is too deliber­
ately staged with podium and props to render the quintessen­
tial "language of real feeling." It is after the feminist oratory, 
however, that the narrator describes a necessary condition of 
this privileged language: "Captain Wentworth was folding up a 
letter in great haste, and either could not or would not answer 
fully ' (P, 236). To write as one would have spoken from i m m e ­
diate emotion requires an unfinished form to convey "—the 
work of an instant!" (P, 236). M r . Bingley's principle of writing-
to-the-moment was not itself at fault, but rather his pretense 
of using it as an excuse for careless expression. Otherwise, 
since spontaneity is of the highest value in an encounter, writ­
ing that approaches the circumstances of excited speech will 
suppress the past and focus on the incomplete m o m e n  t of 
composition. The lovers in this scene never talk directly to 
each other about their feelings; instead, the one delivers an 
irrelevant speech to a third person while the other hastily re­
sponds to her in writing. 
Not speech heard, but speech read, w  e are to under­
stand, is the ultimate context of heartfelt exchange. T w  o dis­
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crete moments are involved in the reunion of minds here: his 
written response to her speech and her reading of that re­
sponse. To be connected with the absent is the universal de­
sire of the writer; and thus, paradoxically, it is not fulfillment, 
the real thing—motion—but the incomplete text, the quasi 
transcript of speech—symbolic action—that reveals the 
"innermost" self. 
In the grip of the tension of his o w  n shyness about 
speaking directly to Anne , as well as his consciousness of the 
others present, Wentworth has no tongue here, only a pen: "I 
can listen no longer in silence. I must speak to you by such 
means as are within m  y reach" (P, 237). Even w h e n the two 
lovers are in the same room, they are absent from each other 
and can only meet through the written text; and the lover's 
discourse repeats the familiar questions about interpreting 
signs of his desire simultaneously with her outpouring about 
constancy: 
"For you alone I think and plan.—Have you not seen 
this? Can you fail to have understood m  y wishes?—I 
had not waited even these ten days, could I have read 
your feelings, as I think you must have penetrated 
mine. I can hardly write. I a m every instant hearing 
something which overpowers m e  . You sink your 
voice, but I can distinguish the tones of that voice, 
w h e  n they would be lost on others." (P, 237) 
If writing the letter releases tension in the performance while 
building it up in the spectator, reading it afterward is cathartic 
to a dangerous extent: "The revolution which one instant had 
made in Anne , was almost beyond expression" (P, 237). But as 
if to prevent fulfillment of desire too early, others arrive to in­
terrupt her euphoric privacy: 
The absolute necessity of seeming like herself pro­
duced then an immediate struggle; but after a while 
she could do no more. She began not to understand a 
word they said, and was obliged to plead indisposition 
and excuse herself. They could then see that she 
looked very ill—were shocked and concerned—and 
would not stir without her for the world. This was 
dreadful! Would they only have gone away, and left 
her in the quiet possession of that room, it would have 
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been her cure; but to have them all standing or wait­
ing around her was distracting, and, in desperation, 
she said she would go h o m e . (P, 238; m  y emphasis) 
The encounter with the letter, as the free indirect discourse 
shades in (my italics), eclipses all social ties for the m o m e n t 
and increases desire in inverse proportion to the interference 
from the others in the scene. Although she longs for the "pos­
sibility of speaking two words to Captain Wentworth," Anne's 
first impulse is toward "the quiet possession of that room," the 
reader's solitary space. 
Within the Austen story, then, the "language of real 
feeling" derives from a situation of competing discourses— 
printed versus written versus spoken versus "spoken" (writ­
ten)—that is represented as being read, as well as written, 
utterly without any regard to audience. It is a style perceived 
by the character as unquestionably sincere, hence, not a style 
at all but a momentary expression of self possible even for an 
egregious nonwriter and nonreader like Lady Bertram or for 
such interlopers as Willoughby and Frank Churchill. Given 
the intensive privileging of texts and media, the illusion of 
words "spoken" from the heart usually requires battering the 
character beforehand with a total loss of self-esteem and possi­
bly even of any future at all. 
Writing purposes to be connected with the absent. 
Fanny's wisdom brings this study to full circle with the phe­
nomenological theory of representation that opened our in­
quiry. Th  e "language of real feeling" is the ace the author 
holds in her hand for the right m o m e n t in the action; and 
w h e  n played against the cacaphony of hackneyed utterance, it 
carries conviction. Those spontaneous moments w h e n Darcy, 
Knightley, and Wentworth suddenly articulate their desire to 
marry the heroine endo  w a romantic convention with unusual 
power; but there are m a n y lesser performances in Austen's 
novels that convey the sense of feelings deeper than the writ­
ten text can bear. As Jonathan Richardson urged, the artist 
"must not say all he can on his Subject, and so seem to distrust 
his Reader."26 Writing is the dialogical means to the absent, 
and like the busy talkers in Austen's stories, the insistence of 
the word is a function of the unsaid. Silence, in narrative as in 
music, is crucial to expression; and it is this power of arrested 
speech that strengthens a character's presence and arouses our 
curiosity about her. 
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Writing, to recall Fanny Price's thoughts during her 
exile in Portsmouth, connects one with the absent (MP, 394). 
In Fanny's predicament the idea is a truism of epistolarity; but 
w e have seen that in moments of greatest tension, even w h e n 
Austen's characters occupy the same room or garden, they m a y 
resort to writing letters rather than speaking face-to-face. Thus 
under any circumstances the act of writing is a surrogate m e  ­
dium, an abstract of intentionality to connect the self with the 
Sartrean other; at best it is a form of role-playing, and usually 
suspicious. To help overcome the implied distance from the 
reader, writing, in Austen'sfiction, needs to imitate the situa­
tion of actual speech; to communicate "real feelings,' more­
over, it needs to contextualize speech so that occasional m o  ­
ments of sincerity can be m a d  e credible amidst the usual 
babble of everyday situations. As in Richardson, Fielding, and 
Sterne, whose "new species of writing" explicitly turned the­
ory into practice, Austen appears to be quite deliberate in 
thematizing her reflexive strategy toward the dialogical text 
and sometimes calling into question the mirage of reading as 
well as the subterfuge of writing. 
Like the eighteenth-century masters of English fic­
tion, Austen was defensive about the literary merit of novel-
writing and pursued rigorous narrative economies toward veri­
similitude; as a result, by means of parody she discovered a 
language for rendering consciousness. Parody is commonly re­
garded as a specific form of literary satire; and in her early 
spoofs Austen, w  e know, ridiculed the bathos and pretentious­
ness of sentimentalism, Gothic horror, epistolary style, and his­
tory writing. But already in herfirst novels she turned parody 
into an intertextual art that carries out two related purposes: it 
undermines mimetic conventions by asserting a "deeper' real­
ity supposedly free from convention, and it also discloses the 
rules of an encounter by showing w h e  n they are broken in faulty 
communication. Above all, by ostensibly circumventing nar­
rative omniscience, through free indirect discourse Austen's 
parody achieves the remarkable power of reporting not only a 
characters speech but also his or her apparent consciousness. 
Although eighteenth-century novelists experimented 
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with individualizing characters through idiomatic dialogue, 
Austen appears to have been thefirst major English writer to 
grasp fully the technique of using free indirect discourse to 
represent the lived self in the m o m e n t . The discovery of this 
narrative method, ubiquitous in modern fiction, m a y have 
been an accident of changing conventions for indicating vari­
ous kinds of discourse on the printed page. At any rate, like 
other means of production in a historical culture, the prove­
nance of literary texts is not wholly conscious but part of 
what R a y m o n  d Williams calls a "structure of feeling"; and in 
his illuminating Foucauldian study of "transparency" in later 
eighteenth-century prison designs, John Bender likens free 
indirect discourse to the surveillance system instituted in the 
Panopticon: "Both the realist novel and the penitentiary pre­
tend that character is autonomous, but in both cases invisible 
authority is organizing a m o d e of representation whose way of 
proceeding includes the premise, and fosters the illusion, that 
the consciousness they present is as free to shape circum­
stance as to be shaped by it."1 Despite the extent of trans­
parency in rendering her characters through free indirect dis­
course, however, Austen hardly reveals them completely to 
the reader; and their strength as individuals, w  e have seen, 
m a y depend on keeping something concealed from the other 
characters, even from those most admired and trusted. 
While exposing the character to the reader without 
narrative interference, free indirect discourse supposedly 
uncovers "real feelings" rather than yet another convention 
of storytelling. This valorizing of sincerity in novelistic dis­
course can be compared to similar privileged stances in the 
eighteenth-century semiotics of landscape architecture, stage 
acting, dancing, public speaking, and other cultural encoding. 
Austen's well-known interest in the picturesque helps to ex­
plain her o w  n devices in addressing the irrational basis of her 
characters' (and presumably the reader's) responses in an en­
counter. F r o  m William Gilpin she could have learned that the 
quest for knowledge is hardly the whole of a story: 
But it is not from this scientijical employment, that w  e 
derive our chief pleasure. W  e are most delighted, 
w h e n some grand scene, tho perhaps of incorrect c o m ­
position, rising before the eye, strikes us beyond the 
power of thought—when the voxfaucibus haeret; and 
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every mental operation is suspended. In this pause of 
intellect; this deliquium of the soul, an enthusiastic 
sensation of pleasure overspreads it, previous to any 
examination by the rules of art. The general idea of the 
scene makes an impression, before any appeal is m a d e 
to the judgment. W  e rather feel, than survey it.2 
Austen recognized that challenging the reader with the riddle 
of the plot—Fanny Price's dilemma in refusing Henry Crawford 
or the mystery concerning Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax— 
gives a strong incentive to cope with the text; but, like Gilpin, 
she attributed the reader's highest pleasure to those encoun­
ters that involve ecstatic emotion. W h e  n characters do not 
k n o  w what they are saying in the m o m e n  t but consequently 
find themselves engaged to marry, their "deliquium of the 
soul" eludes description and can only be referred to fragmen­
tarily. It is w h e  n the "voice sticks in the throat" (voxfaucibus 
haeret), Austen's speech-oriented narrative would persuade 
us, that the character reveals the "language of real feeling." 
Besides the irrational principle of aesthetic pleasure, 
Gilpin's stressing the reader's complicity in creating the illusion 
required in any painting, drama, and literary text seems akin to 
Austen's practice: " H o  w absurdly would the spectator act, if 
instead of assisting the illusion of the stage, he should insist on 
being deceived, without being a party in the deception?—if he 
refused to believe, that the light he saw, was the sun; or the 
scene before him, the R o m a n capital, because he k n e w the one 
was a candle-light, and the other, a painted cloth? "3 Austen 
would have met a similar emphasis in E d m u n d Burke: " A true 
artist should put a generous deceit on the spectators, and 
effect the noblest designs by easy methods. . . . N o work of art 
can be great, but as it deceives. "4 Again, the reader enters 
into a contract with the artistic work and surrenders to the illu­
sion for the sake of pleasure. Rather than simply ridiculing 
popular fiction, then, Austen's parodic intertextuality serves 
the critical purpose of sharpening the reader's awareness of 
which illusions are worth submitting to. 
Although later eighteenth-century theorists stressed 
the subjective apprehension of the object, of course there was 
always something more than the reader's willful hallucination 
involved in constituting the text. Sincere expression implies 
an objective norm: no matter h o w m u c h afine wine depends 
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on one's taste to determine its value, the fermented juice is 
nevertheless a product of chemical activity as well. The ideal 
of sincerity, like the related ideal of grace in art criticism since 
the Renaissance, m a y be understood as a by-product of ra­
tionalistic, and parodic, textuality. 
Grace as something to be snatched from beyond the 
reach of art (that is, the "rules") had intrigued the French neo­
classical formalists decades before Pope's "Essay on Criti­
cism." W h e  n applied to the body in movement , it became the 
je ne sgai quoi of the aristocratic mystique, the defining char­
acteristic of a gentleman's and lady's "walk" and "air," a refined 
essence hopelessly beyond the bourgeois gentilhomme and, 
needless to say, the lower classes. Briefly stated, during the 
eighteenth century the elusive quality of grace was a kinetic 
phenomenon that belonged to the general nurture/nature de­
bate in educational discourse. With the ascendency of primi­
tivistic doctrines on the Continent during the middle of the 
century, the h u m a n machine increasingly became the psycho­
somatic wonder of creation.5 Although in 1753 Hogarth roundly 
attacked Diirer and Lomazzo for their geometrical models and 
stressed the importance of the empirical eye in perceiving 
beauty, he himself advanced the Line of Beauty, the serpentine 
form, as the ideal. Moreover, he understood elegance to be a 
quality acquired by one's being subjected to "a variety of con­
stant regular movements . . . and fashioned by a genteel educa­
tion. " According to Hogarth, far from being instinctive in the 
body, grace was a trait usually limited to the upper-class per­
son: "contrary to most other copyings or imitations, people of 
rank and fortune generally excel their originals, the dancing-
masters, in easy behaviour and unaffected grace; as a sense 
of superiority makes them act without constraint; especially 
w h e  n their persons [bodies] are well turn'd."6 
Only a year later, however, Louis de Cahusac's La 
Danse ancienne et moderne anticipated modern theorists in 
kinesics w h  o connect linguistic communication with bodily 
motion; and, as in Rousseau, the child is the model of self-
expression: "Observe . . . the tender children, from their 
entry into the world, to the m o m e n  t in which their reason 
unfolds itself, and you will see that it is primitive nature her­
self, that manifests herself in the sound of their voice, in the 
features of their face, in their looks, in all their motions."7 
Similarly, Claude-Henri Watelet argues that grace is natural to 
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the young body and vanishes with age altogether: "l'enfance 
& la jeunesse sont l'age des graces. La souplesse & la docilite 
des membres sont tallement necessaires aux graces, que l'age 
m u r s'y refuse, & que la vieillesse en est privee."8 In contrast, 
Hogarth observed that children "have movements in the 
muscles of their faces peculiar to their age, as an uninformed 
and unmeaning stare, an open mouth, and simple grin: all 
which expressions are chiefly formed of plain curves, and 
these movements and expressions idiots are apt to retain. "9 
In attributing the "language of real feeling" and grace 
of movement to Nature, Austen, together with late-eighteenth­
century theorists, recognized a fundamental principle explored 
in modern behavioral studies. The pioneer of kinesics, Ray 
Birdwhistell, for instance, points out the mysterious p h e n o m  ­
enon in all societies of a child's acquiring the essentials of c o m  ­
munication by the age of six, which cannot be explained by ra­
tionalistic criteria: "Communication control is not achieved 
through a simple additive process which involves the accumu­
lation of parcels of sounds or body motion which carry encap­
sulated chunks of meaning." Birdwhistell goes on to say h o  w 
little is yet known about the "patterned way" w  e learn as hu­
m a  n beings. In contrast to neoclassical theorists, w h  o could 
enumerate more than a score of bodily gestures corresponding 
to definable passions (they amounted to as m a n y as thirty-two 
different kinds by the end of the eighteenth century), present 
studies recognize as m a n  y as 250,000 different facial expres­
sions alone.10 In describing this awesome variability of behav­
ior w e have to make do with the handful of emotive words 
available in our language. It is an important insight of writers 
in the later eighteenth century that the old moral psychology, 
with itsfinite categories of emotion, was no more than a work­
ing model for describing a very complex phenomenon. 
Despite the emphasis in romantic aesthetics on the 
fragmented and subjective basis of the picturesque, however, 
rationalistic theorists like Gilbert Austin were aspiring to 
describe ever more precisely the semiotics of the bodily 
expression. With learned citations from classical rhetoric, 
Austin attacks the cult of primitivism and outdoes any of the 
seventeenth-century French theorists by devising a geometric 
system to track every expressive movement of the body within 
a spherical space. A "strange prejudice," he complains, "has 
seemed to prevail against every effort to improve delivery."11 
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Because of a mistaken idea about wishing to appear natural and 
spontaneous, although they studied intonations of voice, public 
speakers entirely ignored the value of countenance and gesture 
to expression. In Austin's view, this "strange prejudice" arose 
from inappropriate use of gestures and from the inherent diffi­
culty in determining their decorum in thefirst place. 
Although admitting that theatricality should be avoided 
in church situations, Gilbert Austin nevertheless rejects 
Addison's contention that gesture per se is out of keeping with 
the English character: "Our preachers stand stock still in the 
pulpit, and will not so m u c  h as m o v  e afinger, to set off the best 
sermons in the world."12 Sincere communication need not be 
boring, and Austin endorses Thomas Sheridan's view that the 
Evangelical movement owed as m u c h to rhetorical principles 
as it did to religious doctrine: 
There is no emotion of the mind, which nature does 
not m a k e an effort to manifest by some of those signs 
(tones, looks, and gestures), and therefore a total sup­
pression of those signs is of all other states apparently 
the most unnatural. A n  d this, it is to be feared, is too 
m u c  h the state of the pulpit elocution in general in the 
church of England. O  n which account, there never 
was perhaps a religious sect upon earth, whose hearts 
were so little engaged in the act of public worship, as 
the m e m b e r s of that church. To be pleased, w e must 
feel, and w  e are pleased with feeling.13 
N  o matter h o  w fanatical the Presbyterians, Methodists, and 
Quakers, at least they find their worship stimulating in con­
trast to the perfunctory Church of England congregation. To 
prove that body language is "natural," Austin quotes Erasmus 
Darwin at length on the associationism between gesture and 
emotional response, and then attempts to work out an exact 
science of rhetorical encoding. 
Despite the lack of direct evidence, it is not unlikely 
that the Austen family k n e  w about Chironomia, especially con­
sidering the coincidence of the author's n a m e with their o w n . In 
any case, James Fordyce, whose pulpit eloquence Gilbert Aus­
tin highly praises, was of course cited by M r  . Collins for the 
edification of such spirited young w o m e  n as Lydia and Kitty 
Bennet. Although Mar  y Wollstonecraft deplored Fordyce's 
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"mellifluous precepts" toward subjugating w o m e n  , in the 
comically disastrous reading scene in Pride and Prejudice Aus­
ten shows that M r . Collins s pompous delivery itself is enough 
to alienate his captive audience, notwithstanding the antifemi­
nist he educes as an authority; and the context also suggests 
that he actually welcomes Lydia's interruption of his reading as 
an excuse to play backgammon with M r . Bennet (PP, 69). 
In a m u c h more elaborate reading scene in Mansfield 
Park, which contrasts religious to dramatic discourse, Austen 
may be alluding to Gilbert Austin and James Fordyce as ex­
amples of pulpit eloquence and spiritual poverty. After his 
momentous reading of Shakespeare to Fanny (MP, 337-38), 
Henry Crawford raises with E d m u n d the topoi of histrionic 
art, pulpit eloquence, and audience response that interested 
Gilbert Austin. Despite his success as a reader of dramatic po­
etry, Henry quickly loses ground with Fanny w h e n he e m u ­
lates Austin's harangue on pulpit delivery: "It is more difficult 
to speak well than to compose well; that is, the rules and trick 
of composition are oftener an object of study" (MP, 341). The 
implied norm here is clearly something ineffable, not to be 
communicated either by a mellifluous voice or by "the rules 
and trick of composition." W h e  n Crawford affectedly demands 
a selective congregation for his eloquence ("I must have a 
London audience, I could not preach, but to the educated; to 
those w h  o are capable of estimating m  y composition"), Fanny 
"involuntarily shook her head," a sincere gesture that cuts 
through the premeditated delivery of the speaker and reduces 
him to guilty bewilderment, "instantly by her side again, in-
treating to know her meaning" (MP, 341). A minute previously 
she had already responded to his irreverent attitude to hearing 
sermons by moving her lips (MP, 340). N o  w again she is "vexed 
with herself for not having been as motionless as she was 
speechless" (MP, 342). The scene culminates in Crawford's 
becoming intoxicated by his o w  n verbal monopoly; but w h e  n 
he adopts the lover's hackneyed discourse of "angel talk" to­
ward the heroine ("it is 'Fanny' that I think of all day, and 
dream of all night.—You have given the name such reality of 
sweetness, that nothing else can n o w be descriptive of you" 
[MP, 344]), he loses everything that he had gained by reading 
Shakespeare so well and ends up being a h a m m  y Lovelace. 
Presumably influenced by Crawford, E d m u n  d also 
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appears to be an advocate of the Chironomia infindinga 
pulpit delivery that can compete with the Evangelicals for 
emotional effect: 
"Even in m  y profession"—said E d m u n  d with a smile— 
"how little the art of reading has been studied! h o w 
little a clear manner, and good delivery, have been at­
tended to! I speak rather of the past, however, than 
the present. —There is n o w a spirit of improvement 
abroad; but among those w h o were ordained twenty, 
thirty, forty years ago, the larger number, to judge by 
their performance, must have thought reading was 
reading, and preaching was preaching. It is different 
now. The subject is more justly considered. It is felt 
that distinctness and energy m a  y have weight in rec­
ommending the most solid truths; and, besides, there 
is more general observation and taste, a more critical 
knowledge diffused, than formerly; in every congre­
gation, there is a larger proportion w h o know a little 
of the matter, and w h  o can judge and criticize." (MP, 
339-40) 
Although E d m u n  d does read "very well," according to Fanny, 
his progressivism in this scene seems no less vainglorious than 
Henry's parade of his talents before an apparently passive lis­
tener. But E d m u n d , w e know, is "so inconsistent" at the time 
because he is so "full" of the Crawfords; his uncharacteristic 
manner here betrays a misplaced emulation of Henry's zeal for 
an urbane, rhetorically conditioned audience rather than for 
one responsive to the W o r d  . 
As in Austen's ironic allusions to modernist architects 
like H u m p h r y Repton, Nature is the norm in this conversa­
tion; and Edmund'  s phrase "a spirit of improvement" is as sus­
pect as his abetting Henry's attempts to overcome Fanny's re­
sistance to seduction. Just as insensitive landscape architects 
were raping the land to display wealth ostentatiously, so high-
powered media experts like Gilbert Austen were trying out 
scientific methods of persuasion without attending to the sub­
stance of the message. The fact, reported from someone's 
point of view, that the wedding service for Maria and M r  . 
Rushworth "was impressively read by Dr. Grant" (MP, 203) 
should suffice to mak e us wary of the "spirit of improvement" 
abroad. It is Dr. Grant w h o eventually leaves Mansfield for 
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the "London audience" that Henry required and, true to T o  m 
Bertram's prediction, subsequently dies of an apoplexy brought 
on "by three institutionary dinners in one week" (MP, 469). 
Behind all the competing discourses in the reading 
scene at Mansfield, then, is a barely discernible revered si­
lence of which Fanny alone is aware. Contrary to a familiar 
reading of Fanny as a latter-day saint, however, her physicality 
is no less remarkable than her finely tuned receptiveness to 
spiritual messages in an increasingly secular world. Within the 
discourses of Mansfield Park, only she can feel the coarseness 
of Henry's and even Edmund'  s attempts to manipulate an au­
dience through methods resembling Pavlov's experiments in a 
later age. Yet she does nonetheless attest to the efficacy of 
rhetoric: "To good reading, however, she had been long used; 
her uncle read well—her cousins all—Edmund very well; but 
in M r . Crawford's reading there was a variety of excellence be­
yond what she had ever met with. . . . —It was truly dra­
matic.—His acting hadfirst taught Fanny what pleasure a play 
might give, and his reading brought all his acting before her 
again" (MP, 337). 
As Chironomia proudly proclaimed, the whole geo­
metrical system of gesture was based not only on the best classi­
cal authorities but, most importantly, on the principles of N a  ­
ture—that is, on the way h u m a n beings communicate with one 
another. Jane Austen did not pretend to deny that narrative art 
means artfulness, deceit, regulated stimulus/response, volun­
tary delusion, and the whole game offilling in the charade's 
"empty spaces"; on the contrary, while demonstrating the 
heroine's model receptivity to mimetic performances of one 
kind or another throughout Mansfield Park, the author sneaks 
in the most privileged discourse—the unspoken and unheard 
religious presence that depends on the onion-peeling of false 
discourses on elocution like Gilbert Austin's, Henry Crawford's, 
and E d m u n  d Bertram's. From the strategy of novelistic struc­
ture, what matters is our temporary belief in the unspoken 
and unheard language referred to in Fanny's musings. 
Notwithstanding Park Honan's scrupulous analysis of 
Austen's holograph letter concerning her intentions in Mans­
field Park,14 the ideal of ordination (investing with priestly 
authority) valorizes the heroine's discourse in her struggle to 
save E d m u n  d from the Babylonians w h  o have invaded the 
temple; and what is most remarkable about this apparently re­
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ligious novel is its secular method of depicting the poor in 
spirit. B  y a process of elimination, all the worldly contenders 
are found to speak in a defunct language; and at last it is the 
heroine's silence that is triumphant. 
B  y contrast to this literary quietism, in Sense and 
Sensibility and Persuasion wisdom is perhaps too closely iden­
tified with the discourse of conduct books aboutfilial duty; and 
in the end w  e are asked to accept Marianne Dashwood's re­
nunciation of passionate love and A n n  e Elliot's unwavering 
deference to Lady Russell's original advice against marrying 
Wentworth. W h e  n the ludic spirit is most light and bright and 
sparkling, as in Pride and Prejudice and Emma, the rival dis­
courses still need the ballast of at least some "serious" talk, as 
both heroines must undergo a degree of humiliation before 
winning "happiness." O f all Austen's novels, however, it is 
mainly in Emma, as w  e have seen, that the reflexive text 
brackets even the most privileged discourse and calls attention 
to the essential deceitfulness of any narrative art. 
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Introduction 
1. Here the term is taken to mean any face-to-face social ar­
rangement that enables the participants to monitor each other in 
some formalized activity, whether a card game, a dance, a recital, a 
"theatrical," or simply a polite conversation. For an extended discus­
sion of the concept, see Erving Goffman, Encounters (Indianapolis 
and N e w York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1961). A c o m m o n meaning of the word 
as an unexpected or troubling occurrence is not primarily at issue 
here. In later discussions I introduce the Sartrean self/other as a spe­
cific narrative principle of the encounter. 
2. See Elizabeth L . Eisenstein's monumental The Printing 
Press as an Agent of Change, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer­
sity Press, 1979). Her The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Eu­
rope (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) is an abridg­
ment. Walter J. O n g , Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the 
Word (London and N e  w York: Methuen, 1982). Alvin Kernan, Print­
ing Technology, Letters and Samuel Johnson (Princeton, N.J.: Prince­
ton University Press, 1987). 
3. Paul Alkon, Defoe and Fictional Time (Athens: Univer­
sity of Georgia Press, 1979), p . 185. 
4. Ibid., p. 195. 
5. Thefirst three editions of Clarissa, for example, provide 
a startling typographical record of the author's revisions and addi­
tions. After thefirst edition (1747-48), Richardson added more than a 
hundred pages to the second (1749) and third editions (1751). Not only 
did he publish in 1751 Letters and Passages Restored to Clarissa so 
that owners of thefirst edition could benefit by the additions, but he 
also used printer's bullets and dots in the third edition to show the 
reader exactly where the revisions occurred in the text. This proce­
dure demonstrates the degree of responsibility that Richardson con­
signed to his reader in constituting the story. See Florian Stuber, " O  n 
Original and Final Intentions, or Can There Be an Authoritative 
Clarissa?" T E X T : Transactions of the Society for Textual Scholarship 
2 (1985): 229-44. 
6. Janet Altman, Epistolarity: Approaches to a Form (Co­
lumbus: Ohio State University Press, 1982), pp. 95-96 . 
7. See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. 
Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984) 
and The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl 
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
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1981). Besides the books by Alkon and Altman referred to above, see 
Walter L . Reed, An Exemplary History of the Novel: The Quixotic 
versus the Picaresque (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 
and Michael M c K e o n , The Origins of the English Novel, 1600-1740 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987). 
8. M c K e o n , Origins of the English Novel, p. 14. Northrop 
Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New York: Atheneum, 1968), pp. 39-40, 
226-28. 
9. Robert Alter, Fielding and the Nature of the Novel (Cam­
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1968), pp. 90-94. 
10. Tobias Smollett, The Expedition of Humphry Clinker, 
ed. Lewis M  . Knapp (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 81. 
11. T . C  . Duncan Eaves and Ben D  . Kimpel, Samuel Rich­
ardson: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971), pp. 108-09. 
12. Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, Everyman's Library, 4 
vols. (London: Dent; N e  w York: Dutton, 1962), 3:159. 
13. In Factual Fictions: The Origins of the English Novel 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), pp. 42-70 , Lennard J. 
Davis argues that the news/novel discourse was inherently reflexive 
and that the reader would have no way of knowing whether the ac­
count was true orfictional. The mere fact that something is printed, 
however, carries weight with the reader. 
14. M c K e o n , Origins of the English Novel, pp. 50-52 . 
15. Daniel Defoe, The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Fa­
mous Moll Flanders, Etc., ed. G  . A  . Starr (London: Oxford Univer­
sity Press, 1971), p. 255. 
16. Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody: The Teachings of 
Twentieth-Century Art Forms (New York and London: Methuen, 
1985), p. 37. For some important earlier studies of parody as a proto­
type offictionality, see Bertel Pedersen, Parodiens teori: (Teoriens 
parodi) (Copenhagen: Berlingske Forlag, 1976); Margaret Rose, Par­
odyIMetafiction (London: Croom He lm, 1979); and Gerard Genette, 
Palimpsestes (Paris: Seuil, 1982). 
17. Quoted from Hutcheon, Theory of Parody, p. 29. 
18. Park Honan, Jane Austen: Her Life (New York: St. 
Martins Press, 1987), p. 142. 
19. Ibid., p. 140. 
20. Ibid., p. 144. 
21. A recent Austen biographer, for instance, singles out 
her reflexive endings: "If she has one overriding fault as a writer, it is 
her obvious and overhasty desire, near the ends of her novels, to 
wrap up loose ends and get the thing over with, once the denouement 
has been reached, as quickly as possible. It is as if she has had enough 
of her people by the end of the book and cannot wait to get rid of 
them once they have reached their happy ending" (John Halperin, 
The Life of Jane Austen [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
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1984], p. 78). In contrast to such blanket dismissals, see the cogent 
defense of Austen's mixed narrative forms by Frank J. Kearful, "Satire 
and the Form of the Novel: The Problem of Aesthetic Unity in Nor­
thanger Abbey," ELH 32 (1965): 511-27. M y o w n emphasis in this 
study, of course, should obviate Halperin's notion that Austen was 
tired of her characters in the end; on the contrary, she never had any 
doubts about their artificiality (artfulness/artifice) in thefirst place. 
22. Nearly all of Austens characters are round, as E  . M  . 
Forster observed (Aspects of the Novel [New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, 1927], p. 74); in other words, the most transparent stereo­
type exhibits some temporal dimension. In the comical proposal 
scenes, for instance, M r . Collins and M r . Elton both show a stock 
male presumption while reciting commonplaces of courtship; yet 
they are very different suitors of the m o m e n t  , the former exhibiting 
no more than the empty gesture of passion, the latter at least individ­
ualized by the brief history of his misplaced feelings for the heroine. 
Despite his more burlesque role as foolish suitor, nevertheless M r . 
Collins does have a past (as the narrator informs us in chapter fifteen 
of thefirst volume), which helps to account for his behavior and gives 
him the verisimilitude of a creature living in time. A  n interpretation 
that overlooks this important temporality in even some relatively 
minor characters is John Lauber's "Jane Austen's Fools," SEL 15 
(1975): 511-24. 
23. Austen was perfectly aware of the narrative slippage 
created by printing conventions and tried to avoid the obvious sign­
posts for the reader except w h e  n absolutely necessary. Consider her 
remark on Pride and Prejudice: "There are a few typical errors; and a 
said he,' or a said she,' would sometimes make the dialogue more 
immediately clear; but 1 do not write for such dull elves / As have 
not a great deal of ingenuity themselves" (Letters, pp. 297-98). 
Claude Rawson traces this speech-orientation of character in Field­
ing. See "Dialogue and Authorial Presence in Fielding's Novels and 
Plays, " Order from Confusion Sprung (London: George Allen and 
Unwin, 1985), pp. 261-310. 
24. I do not pretend, of course, to be thefirst to make this 
claim for Austen's art. Irvin Ehrenpreis, for instance, has written elo­
quently on this same tendency in herfiction. See "Austen: The Hero­
ism of the Quotidian," Acts of Implication (Berkeley and Los A n  ­
geles: University of California Press, 1978), pp. 112-45. Other books 
have appeared since I began this inquiry more than ten years ago 
while teaching seminars for dedicated Austenites; among the more 
mentionable are the following: Julia Prewitt Brown, Jane Austens 
Novels: Social Change and Literary Form (Cambridge, Mass.: Har­
vard University Press, 1979); Daniel Cottom, The Civilized Imagina­
tion: A Study of Ann Radclijfe, Jane Austen, and Sir Walter Scott 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 88-105; Susan 
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Morgan, In the Meantime: Character and Perception in Jane Austens 
Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980); Mary Poovey, 
The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the 
Works of Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen (Chi­
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), pp. 172-240; Tony Tanner, 
Jane Austen (London: Macmillan, 1986); and Judith Wilt, Ghosts of 
the Gothic: Austen, Eliot, and Lawrence (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1980), pp. 121-72. 
A m o n  g the most original theoretical approaches, D  . A  . 
Miller's chapter "The Danger of Narrative in Jane Austen," in Nar­
rative and Its Discontents: Problems of Closure in the Traditional 
Novel (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), pp. 3-106, 
and Joseph Litvak's "Reading Characters: Self, Society, and Text in 
E m m a , " PMLA 100 (October 1985): 763-72, confirm m  y own earlier 
hunches about Austen's artfulness. Gerald Bruns's insightful essay 
"Interpretation of Character in Jane Austen," in his Inventions, Writ­
ing, Textuality, and Understanding in Literary History (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1982), pp. 111-24, also antici­
pated the emphasis of this study. 
Chapter 1 
1. John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Putnam, 
1934), p. 35. Quoted by Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, Beyond Boredom 
and Anxiety: The Experience of Play in Work and Games (San Fran­
cisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass, 1975), p. 36. 
2. AlistairM. Duckworth, The Improvement of the Estate: 
A Study of Jane Austens Novels (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer­
sity Press, 1971), p. 165 n. There is, of course, abundant evidence, as 
Duckworth convincingly shows, of Austen's love of games as well as 
dancing and the drama. See his very informative essay "Spillikins, 
Paper Ships, Riddles, Conundrums, and Cards': Games in Jane 
Austen's Life and Fiction," Jane Austen: Bicentenary Essays, ed. 
John Halperin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 
pp. 279-97. 
3. In a remarkably original chapter on Pride and Preju­
dice, Howard Babb stresses the central importance of the word per­
formance in the dialogue and shows h o  w muc  h of the action concerns 
reading character by means of gesture. See Jane Austens Novels: The 
Fabric of Dialogue (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1962), 
pp. 113-44. T w o very different studies of music in Austen's novels 
further develop the idea of performance: Patrick Piggott, The Inno­
cent Diversion: Music in the Life and Writings of Jane Austen (Lon­
don: Douglas Cleverdon, 1979); and Robert K  . Wallace, Jane Austen 
188

Notes to Pages 19-27 
and Mozart (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1983). A book that 
came to m  y attention too late to influence this chapter is Peter 
Hutchinson's Games Authors Play (London and N e  w York: Methuen, 
1983). Although he does not mention Austen, Hutchinson sketches 
the various functions of play in literature and the other arts, and e m  ­
phasizes the way in which authors tease their readers. 
4. I a m following Northrop Frye's terminology here. The 
alazon and eiron, Greek words for an imposter and a self-deprecating 
person, respectively, are among the most c o m m o n stereotypes in fic­
tional modes. See his Anatomy of Criticism, pp. 39-41. 
5. See Erving Goffman, "Fun in G a m e s , " in his Encoun­
ters, pp. 17-81. The main narrative purpose of regulated activities in 
Austen's text is to frame characters within an encounter. The concept 
of a "frame" for the events of a game derives from Gregory Bateson. 
See "  A Theory of Play and Fantasy," Psychiatric Research Reports 2, 
American Psychiatric Association, 1955, p. 44. 
6. Goffman, "Fun in G a m e s , " p. 18. 
7. Ibid., p. 19. See n. 1 to the Introduction, p. 185. 
8. Throughout this chapter, at the risk of offending some 
readers w h  o are allergic to the nomenclature of the social sciences, I 
use the concept of "flow" from Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi: "In the flow 
state, action follows upon action according to an internal logic that 
seems to need no conscious intervention by the actor. H  e experi­
ences it as a unified flowing from one m o m e n  t to the next, in which 
there is little distinction between self and environment, between 
stimulus and response, or between past, present, and future." Re­
yond Roredom and Anxiety, p. 36. 
9. Goffman, "Fun in G a m e s , " pp. 51—54. 
10. Another self-critical performer takes the opportunity to 
be alone when playing before an indifferent audience: "These were 
some of the thoughts which occupied Anne, while her fingers were 
mechanically at work, proceeding for half an hour together, equally 
without error, and without consciousness" (P, 72). The Musgroves, 
however, deserve nothing better after having instigated the perfor­
mance: "Well done, Miss Anne! very well done indeed! Lord bless 
m e  ! h o  w those littlefingers of yoursfly about!" (P, 47). After such 
rude inattentiveness, their compliments only exacerbate the individ­
ual's sense of isolation from the group. 
11. Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972), p. 75. For the revolutionary 
implications of the theatricals, see especially Avrom Fleishman, A 
Reading of "Mansfield Park" (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1967), pp. 24-29; and Marilyn Butler, Jane Austen and the 
War of Ideas (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), pp. 231-36. 
12. Denis Diderot, "Rameau's Nephew" and "D'Alembert's 
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Dream," trans. L . W  . Tancock (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, Eng.: 
Penguin, 1966), p. 121. 
13. For an early nineteenth-century formulation of classi­
cal oratory, complete with detailed facial expressions and hand ges­
tures, see Gilbert Austin, Chironomia: or, A Treatise on Rhetorical 
Delivery, ed. Mary Margaret Robb and Lester Thonssen (Carbon­
dale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1966), pp. 
187-206. 
14. The modern reader may exaggerate the extent of this 
particular dance's significance for the encounter. As Patrick Piggott 
observes (The Innocent Diversion, pp. 92-93), this "waltz" was not 
the n e  w dance that had arrived in England by 1812 and was shocking 
because of its indecent requirement of holding the partner by the 
waist. Instead, it was probably no more than another country dance, 
but with a 3/4 tune. Thomas Wilson's An Analysis of Country Danc­
ing (1811), for instance, invented a "ne  w & elegant system of dancing 
called Country dance Waltzing or Waltz Country dancing." The "irre­
sistible waltz" tune that joined Frank and Jane at Weymouth may 
have been no more erotic than the popular German import of the 
time, "Ach du lieber Augustine." See R . W  . Chapman's appendix, 
"The Manners of the Age , " E m m a , pp. 503 and 511, respectively. 
15. Piggott, The Innocent Diversion, pp. 91 and 92, re­
spectively. 
16. Roger Caillois gives a more systematic analysis of play 
than Huizinga and stresses the freedom from any pursuit in the real 
world as one of its defining characteristics. See "Unity of Play: Diver­
sity of G a m e s , " Diogenes 19 (Fall 1957): 105, 120, especially. 
17. Duckworth, The Improvement of the Estate, p. 163. 
18. For an argument that this narrative is imbued with a 
sense of the heroine's past, see K  . R  . Ireland, "Future Recollections 
of Immortality: Temporal Articulation in Jane Austen's Persuasion,' 
Novel 13 (Winter 1980): 204-20. 
19. A n implicit norm for the encounter of the Crown Inn 
is the English country dance, which was performed according to cer­
tain figures and in step with traditional folk tunes. In contrast to 
the minuet and other highly formalized dances, this ritual activity 
held a deep nationalistic significance and was ever an anomaly to the 
eighteenth-century dancing-master, w h  o was usually a product of 
French court tastes. Raoul Auger Feuillet, for example, set out conde­
scendingly to teach the French improvements on the original, " d e m  ­
onstrated in an easie method adapted to the meanest capacity" (For the 
Further Improvement of Dancing, trans. John Essex [1710], title 
page). A certain xenophobia against the French hegemony over the 
English body persisted throughout the period and is still evident in 
Dickens's caricature of old M r  . Turveydrop's Deportment, associated 
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with the Regency. Bob Acres's complaint in Sheridan's The Rivals re­
flects an age weary of the pressure to mov  e strictly to foreign rule: 
"Sink, slide, coupee. Confound the first inventors of co­
tillons! say I—they are as bad as algebra to us country 
gentlemen. I can walk a minuet easy enough w h e  n I a  m 
forced!—and I have been accounted a good stick in a coun­
try dance. Odds jigs and tabours!—I never valued your 
cross-over to couple—figure in—right and left—and I'd 
foot it with e'er a captain in the country!—but these out­
landish heathen allemandes [probably the Germa  n dances 
P. Rameau had recommended in place of the English coun­
try dance] and cotillons are quite beyond m e  ! I shall never 
prosper at e m  , that's sure—mine are true-born English 
legs—they don't understand their curst French lingo! 
. . . — d a m n m e ! m y feet don't like to be called 
Paws! N o , 'tis certain I have most Antigallican toes!" (Ill, iv) 
O  n this hegemony, see Claude J. Rawson, "Gentlemen and Dancing-
Masters," Henry Fielding and the Augustan Ideal under Stress (Lon­
don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), pp. 3 -29 . 
20. See Frances Rust, Dance in Society: An Analysis of the 
Relationship between the Social Dance and Society in England from 
the Middle Ages to the Present Day (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1969), p. 67. Rust also cites Reginald St. Johnston's belief that 
Miss Berry introduced the fad in England and that the duke of D e v  ­
onshire made it fashionable in 1813. 
21. E d m u n d Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, 
ed. Connor Cruise O'Brien (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, Eng . : Pen­
guin, 1968), p. 171. 
22. Austen's characters usually talk during any performance 
for obvious reasons, but it is the very simplicity of the country dance 
figures that helped make it popular among the sociable but musically 
indifferent English gentry. In the aftermath of the Revolution and 
the radical Jacobin spirit on both sides of the Channel, to judge by 
Thomas Wilson's 1809 indictment of public dancing, English motion 
was losing some of its traditional class hierarchy: 
In our modern assemblies, a Dance composed of more than 
two parts, or what is called a single figure, generally gains 
the reception of a bad play, or rather worse, it is damned at 
its announcement; and the Lady w h  o has the temerity to 
call it, is instantly pronounced the wife or daughter of a 
cheesemonger or oil-man. . .  . It indeed appears now, in 
fashionable life, a crime to attempt any thing that requires a 
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capacity beyond what the more sagacious brutes are en­
dowed with; for bad Dancing is n o w considered as strong 
a proof of good breeding as bad writing, good driving, 
or boxing. 
The Treasures of Terpsichore; Or, A Companion for the Ball-Room 
(London, 1809), pp. iii-iv. A dance that does not requirefinesse and 
exhibitionism in its performance is just the thing for a Darcy or a 
Knightley. 
Chapter II 
1. Quotations from Samuel Johnson, "The History of Ras­
selas, Prince of Abissinia," chaps. 3 and 8, respectively, in Rasselas, 
Poems, and Selected Prose, ed. Bertrand H  . Bronson (New York: 
Rinehart, 1952), pp. 511 and 522. 
2. Cf. Roland Barthes: ' W h a  t is proposed, then, is a por­
trait—but not a psychological portrait; instead, a structural one which 
offers the reader a discursive site: the site of someone speaking within 
himself, amorously, confronting the other (the loved object), w h  o 
does not speak," A Lovers Discourse: Fragments, trans. Richard 
Howard (New York: Hill and W a n g , 1978), p . 3. 
3. Marc Eli Blanchard, Description: Sign, Self, Desire: 
Critical Theory in the Wake of Semiotics (The Hague: Mouton, 
1980), p. 2. 
4. Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote, ed. Joseph R . Jones 
and Kenneth Douglas (New York: Norton, 1981), pt. 2, chap. 32, 
p. 601. 
5. Thackeray describes listening to a French singer of a sen­
timental ballad who not only made his audience weep but reduced 
himself to tears by his own performance. See The English Humour­
ists, Everyman's Library (London: Dent, 1912), pp. 233-34. 
6. Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, pp. 22-24. I discuss free 
indirect discourse at length in the next chapter. See especially 
chap. 3, n. 14, below. 
7. Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock, ed. Geoffrey 
Tillotson, The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope, 
3d ed. (London: Methuen; N e  w Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1962), 2:206 (canto 5, 11. 67-70). 
8. Henry Fielding, The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling, 
ed. Fredson Bowers, The Wesleyan Edition of the Works of Henry 
Fielding (Middletown, C o n n .  : Wesleyan University Press, 1975), 
p . 34 (I, i). 
9. Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p . 41. 
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10. Bernard Paris, Character and Conflict in Jane Austens 
Novels (Detroit: W a y n e State University Press, 1978), p. 85. 
11. At the center of Johnson's essay is a norm hopelessly 
beyond the reach of the poor: although the action of giving and re­
ceiving is reciprocal among the privileged classes, "by what means 
can the m a n please . . . w h o has no power to confer benefits; whose 
temper is perhaps vitiated by misery . . . ?" The Rambler, ed. W . J. 
Bate and Albrecht B  . Strauss, The Yale Edition of the Works of 
Samuel Johnson (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1969), 5:118. 
12. Rene Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, trans. 
Yvonne Freccero (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965), 
p. 66. 
13. Ibid., pp. 58-59 . 
14. Brummell invoked models from ancient Greece and 
R o m e to justify his taste in fashions. See Beau Brummell, Male and 
Female Costume, ed. Eleanor Parker (New York: Arno, 1978). 
15. Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, p. 73. 
16. S o m e modern readers welcome this diminution of the 
gentleman's prerogative. Julia Prewitt Brown, for instance, remarks 
about M r . Knightley's move to Hartfield: "Since he has no really 
important relationship to give up in leaving his estate, the sacri­
fice is proper." Jane Austens Novels: Social Change and Literary 
Form, p. 124. 
17. M  . C . D'Arcy, The Mind and Heart of Love (Cleveland, 
Ohio: World Publishing, 1967), p. 100. 
18. La Rochefoucauld, Maxims, trans. L  . W  . Tancock (Bal­
timore: Penguin Books, 1959; reprint 1967), no. 68. 
19. Ibid., no. 28. 
20. Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World (New 
York: Harper and R o w , 1974), pp. 75-82 . 
21. A. O . J. Cockshut, Man and Woman: A Study of Love 
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poorly, and what had I wished for the other night but some n e w 
means of thanking him?" Bleak House (New York: N e  w American Li­
brary, 1964), chap. 44, p. 617. 
19. Paris, Character and Conflict, p. 86. 
20. See n. 1 above. 
21. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 533. 
22. Ibid., p. 531. 
23. Ibid., p. 175. 
24. Graham Hough , for instance, takes the position that 
M r . Knightley is the "personal embodiment of the moral and social 
norm," "Narrative and Dialogue in Jane Austen," p. 222. For a recent 
analysis of this position, see Frederick  M . Keener, The Chain of Be­
coming (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), pp. 273-74. 
25. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 100. 
26. Ibid.,p. 111. 
27. W e m m i c k tells Pip: " N o ; the office is one thing, and pri­
vate life is another. W h e n I go into the office, I leave the Castle be­
hind m e , and w h e n I come into the Castle, I leave the office behind 
m e . If it's not in any way disagreeable to you, you'll oblige m e by 
doing the same. I don't wish it professionally spoken about" (Great 
Expectations, Everyman's Library [London: Dent, 1962], chap. 25, 
p, 195). This inward turn, already clear-cut in Sir Charles Grandison, 
becomes fully expressed in the Victorian division between the private 
and the public self. 
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Chapter V 
1. J. B  . Priestley: "Jane Austen was no friend to romance, 
and she would certainly be surprised if one of her avowedly satirical 
figures were pressed into service in defence of the romantic attitude; 
yet the fact remains that this ridiculous M r  . Collins of hers, with his 
snobberies soaring sky-high, lost in wonder, innocently and osten­
tatiously marching under the banner of toadyism until it is no longer 
the banner of toadyism, this M r  . Collins is at once a child of romance 
and perhaps the happiest creature in all her pages" ("Mr. Collins," The 
English Comic Characters [London: Bodley Head, 1963], p. 177). 
Priestley forgets to mention the telltale sign of his happy performance 
as husband attested by the parting news of Charlotte's pregnancy. 
2. Richard Savage, for instance, "willingly turned his Eyes 
from the Light of Reason, whe  n it would have discovered the Illu­
sion, and shewn him, what he never wished to see" (Samuel Johnson, 
Life of Savage, ed. Clarence Tracy [Oxford: Clarendon, 1971], p. 74). 
Mimetic illusion, in Austen's aesthetic, appears to depend on a simi­
lar participation of the reader's will. 
3. Extreme psychic states as opposed to self-imposed delu­
sions were not Austen's real subject. For a recent interpretation of 
Lennox's particular concern with woman's proclivity to madness, as 
well as to the reading of romances, see Leland E  . Warren, " O  f the 
Conversation of W o m e n  : The Female Quixote and the Dream of Per­
fection, " Studies in Eighteenth Century Culture, vol. 11, ed. Harry 
C . Payne (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982), pp. 367  ­
80. In 1807, Austen was rereading The Female Quixote and enjoying 
it as m u c h as before (Jane Austens Letters, p. 173). 
4. This term for a linguistic bundle to denote a character's 
worldview is taken from Roger Fowler, Linguistics and the Novel 
(London and N e w York: Methuen, 1977; reprint 1979), pp. 76, 103-13. 
5. William Wordsworth, "The Tables Turned: A n Evening 
Scene on the Same Subject," 11. 29-32, The Norton Anthology of En­
glish Literature, 2:154. 
6. Chaucer's Wife of Bath and Pardoner, to mention two 
vivid characters, are infinitely resourceful in quoting chapter and 
verse to justify their world views. Fielding's parsons, both good 
and bad—from Adams and Harrison to Barnabas, Trulliber, and 
Thwackum—rely on authoritative texts to promulgate their opinions. 
For the influence of Rabelais on Swift and Sterne, see D  . W  . Jeffer­
son, "Tristram Shandy and the Tradition of Learned Wit," Laurence 
Sterne, ed. John Traugott, Twentieth Century Views (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1968), pp. 148-67. 
7. Elizabeth L  . Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent 
of Change: Communications and Cultural Transformations in Early-
Modern Europe, 1:122. 
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8. Walter J. Ong , Orality and Literacy: The Technologiz­
ing of the Word, pp. 132-35. 
9. '"I have heard of this book [Don Quixote] already,' said 
D o  n Quixote, 'and verily and on m  y conscience I thought it had been 
by this time burned to ashes as useless/" Don Quixote, pt. 2, chap. 
62, p. 777. 
10. Lennard J. Davis, Factual Fictions: The Origins of the 
English Novel, esp. pp. 25-84. Michael M c K e o n , The Origins of the 
English Novel, 1600-1740, pp. 52-89. 
11. Samuel Richardson, Pamela, 1:20. 
12. Cervantes plays upon this illusion of authenticity by in­
terrupting the narrative with "missing text" and then continuing the 
story from the supposed manuscripts by Cide Hamete Benengali, an 
Arab scholar (see Don Quixote, pt. 1, chap. 9, pp. 66-68). Mackenzie's 
fat curate happens upon Harley's story in "a bundle of papers" but 
keeps it only for gun wadding because of its poor handwriting and 
lack of syllogisms. The narrator, however, is a true reader and can 
thus respond to "a bundle of little episodes, put together without art, 
and of no importance on the whole, with something of nature, and 
little else in them." See Henry Mackenzie, The Man of Feeling, ed. 
Brian Vickers (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 5. 
13. Pamela, 1:252 and 272, respectively. 
14. Ibid., 1:133. 
15. M r  . Collins bears a resemblance to Johnson's character 
of Goldsmith: "[He] referred every thing to vanity; his virtues, and 
his vices too, were from that motive. H  e was not a social m a n  . H  e 
never exchanged mind with you" (Boswell's Life of Johnson, ed. 
R. W  . Chapman [London: Oxford University Press, 1965], p. 743). 
16. With such sound judgment here, it is not easy to decide 
between E m m  a and Knightley concerning Frank Churchill's hand­
writing; against her assertion that he "writes one of the best gentle­
men's hands I ever saw," the jealous rival demurs: "It is too small— 
wants strength. It is like a woman's writing" (E, 297). M r  . Knightley, 
to his credit, had earlier pronounced E m m a '  s hand to be strong. U n  ­
less w  e are to assume that E m m  a unconsciously admires Churchill's 
hand to provoke Knightley s reaction, from the evidence of her disin­
terested reading of Robert Martin's letter there is no unequivocal rea­
son to side with the hero in this scene. Wha  t is most revealing here is 
that, even in the privacy of the act of reading, E m m  a is not alone but 
is conscious of Knightley s presence. 
In comical contrast to E m m a  , Harriet is incapable of judg­
ing Robert Martin's character by his letter: 
" A w o m a n is not to marry a m a n merely because she is 
asked, or because he is attached to her, and can write a tol­
erable letter." 
" O h  ! no;—and it is but a short letter too." 
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E m m  a felt the bad taste of her friend, but let it 
pass with a "very true; and it would be a small consolation to 
her, for the clownish manner which might be offending her 
every hour of the day, to know that her husband could write 
a good letter." (E, 54-55) 
Just as Harriet later treasures the material objects that, ironically, re­
mind us of M r . Elton's unmanly penmanship, so her only response to 
Martin's writing involves some "pencilled marks and memorandums 
on the wainscot by the window. He had done it" (E, 187). Illiterate 
("Nobody cares for a letter" [E, 55]), Harriet is nevertheless inclined 
to make souvenirs of her suitors' writing implements and gratuitous 
jottings. 
17. Wordsworth, "The Tables Turned," 1. 25. 
18. A n example of an early collection of word games is the 
anonymous Delights for the Ingenious: or A Monthly Entertainment 
for the Curious of Both Sexes. Containing a Vast Variety of Pleasant 
Enigma's; Delightful Arithmetical Questions; Curious Stories; Witty 
Epigrams; Surprising Adventures; and Amazing Paradoxes. Together 
with Songs, Anagrams, Emblems, Dialogues, Elegies, Epitaphs; and 
other Useful and Diverting Subjects, both in Prose and Verse. To be 
continued Monthly. By the author of the Ladies-Diary (London, 
1711). See the charades written by Austen and her family, Charades 
Etc. Written a Hundred Years Ago (London: Spottiswood, 1895). O  n 
the impact of printing on village culture, see Eisenstein, The Printing 
Press, 1:130. 
19. As R . W  . C h a p m a n points out, Austen appears to have 
mistaken this anthology for another, The New Foundling Hospital for 
Wit, the Fourth Part (1771), whichfirst published this riddle. It was 
reprinted later in man  y compilations. See The Novels ofJane Austen, 
4:489—90, which also reproduces the complete version of the riddle 
discussed below. 
20. Alice Chandler,  " A Pair of Fine Eyes': Jane Austen's 
Treatment of Sex," Studies in the Novel 7 (1975): 88-103. 
21. For an analysis of what the folktale implies about its au­
dience, see Barbara Herrnstein Smith, "Narrative Versions, Narra­
tive Theories," Critical Inquiry 7 (Autumn 1980): esp. 215-23. 
22. By "empty spaces," I mean the inevitable interruptions 
in a text that give rise to intentional or unintentional meanings. For 
this phenomenology of the text, see R o m a  n Ingarden, The Literary 
Work of Art: An Investigation on the Borderlines of Ontology, Logic, 
and Theory of Literature, trans. George G  . Grabowicz (Evanston, 
III: Northwestern University Press, 1973), pp. 246-54. 
23. O  n Richardson's manic attempts to control the essential 
instability of his text, see Terry Eagleton, The Rape of Clarissa: Writ­
ing, Sexuality and Class Struggle in Samuel Richardson, (Minne­
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), esp. pp. 21-23. The 
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striking idea of Richardson's providing kits of spare parts for reading 
his novel is Eagleton's. 
24. William Wordsworth: "I should mention one other cir­
cumstance which distinguishes these poems from the popular poetry 
of the day; it is this, that the feeling therein developed gives impor­
tance to the action and situation, and not the action and situation to 
the feeling," "Preface to Lyrical Ballads," Norton Anthology, pp. 160 
and 165, respectively. 
25. See Margaret Kirkham, Jane Austen, Feminism and Fic­
tion, pp. 147-48. 
26. Jonathan Richardson, An Essay on the Theory of Paint­
ing, p. 68. 
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